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Elize S. van Eeden

Reviewing South Africa’s colonial 
historiography and its visibility in Higher 

Education and Training

Introductory remarks

It is as if in the past decade South Africans have awakened to vehemently 
stand up against the tangible status quo of the country’s deeply rooted 
colonial history. Triggers to complement these actions have been the 
emigrants working on mines and spurring on tendencies of xenophobia, 
as well as the government’s perceived incompetent way of sufficiently pro-
viding for basic societal needs, all of which is believed to have been culti-
vated under apartheid between 1948 and 1993, and now also – as a result 
of a past even further back in time – colonialism.1 Issues of land grabbing, 
economic rootedness in colonial time thought and mentality (coloniality) 
and in governing structures are the recent day debates (Kallaway & Angier, 
2017; Legassick, 2016; Crais, 2002) that South Africans want to come to 
terms with.

Master narratives of South Africa’s national histories have so far mostly 
accentuated the evils of apartheid, while colonial South Africa in its pre-
formal and formal years (covering at least 300  years in South Africa’s 
history) has been mainly diluted into thematic-like eras. Colonial South 
Africa has not yet been presented extensively as a major historical event 
that transformed and claimed people’s and a nation’s identity. Between the 
lines of narratives about the colonial years under the Dutch East Indian 
Company (VOC) rule followed by British indirect rule, the seed of pro-
voking racism have perhaps been thinned down for too long, until recently 
(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013a, 2013b). In the discussion to follow, an overview 

 1 See as examples Rossouw, Johann. 2008. ‘South Africa: Not Yet Postcolonial’, 
SAHO. http://mondediplo.com/2008/08/03southafrica (16.01.2018):  1–8; 
Rage, Rhodes. 2015. Mail and Guardian and in Rhodes Rage, 67. Eeden, Elize 
S. van, and Pieter Warnich. 2018. Teaching & Learning History & Geography 
in the South African Classroom. Pretoria, Chapters 5-7.
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of understanding colonial South African historiography in its African con-
tinental context is presented. Another major emphasis is reflecting on the 
visibility of teachings on the colonial legacy in South Africa at institutions 
of Further Education and Training (FET) and especially Higher Education 
and Training (HET).

Africa’s colonial historiography from 
Westernized and continental perspectives

Precolonial written sources of Africa are known to belong to three dif-
ferent traditions, namely those of the Islamic missionaries – inclusive of 
some Muslim historians – and considered as being an extensive contribu-
tion with regard to observations of local societies. The written accounts 
of European traders and travelers dating back to the fifteenth century 
are viewed as the second phase of the historiographical tradition, with a 
third phase of tradition known to have been developed by Africans in the 
Americas during the eighteenth century. None were totally biased against 
their tradition regarding origin and in some instances the writing tended 
to be overwhelmingly in favor of a particular culture or way of doing and 
believing (Odhiambo, 2000). Colonial time history of Africa embedded 
in impacts, consequences and outcomes is reflected in several conceptual 
thoughts like colonialism processes, anti-colonialism, postcolonialism 
and a resistance to the erstwhile dominantly viewed Eurocentric colo-
nial contemplations (Compare Howard, 2006; Dei & Kempf, 2006; 
Boahen, 1984).

Additionally, the colonial historiography of Africa is often referred 
to as dominant reflections by ‘non-Africans (Eriksen, 1979; Cooper, 
1994), pioneered by explorers, Christian missionaries, travelers (compare 
Koivunen, 2011), anthropologists, ethnographers (Manning, 2004) and 
historians’.2 Africa as a continent and Africans as its peoples were for 

 2 Compare with ‘Historiography of Africa’ in http://patachu.com/historiography-
of-africa/ (26.05.2018). Roberts, Andrew (ed.). 1990. The Colonial Moment 
in Africa. Essays in the Movement of Minds and Materials, 1900–1940. 
London: 139. Kalinga, Owen, and Joey Power. 2013. ‘African Intellectuals and 
Decolonization in Colonial Malawi’. Paper, Conference South African Historical 
Society, University of Botswana. 27–29 June:1–20.
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many decades perceived to be ‘without a history’ – something that still re-
mains a debating point in the early twenty-first century (Odhiambo, 2000).

Two themes in postcolonial Africanist historiography form the basis 
of Eriksen’s focus:  the ecological-historical approach, and the articula-
tion of precolonial African social formations under imperialist hegemony 
(Eriksen, 1979). Cooper, on the other hand, identified trends of approaches 
to African history as Resistance Studies (followed by subaltern studies) to 
provide an African perspective as part of the African History Research 
Forum, which eventually embarked on a project on Africa’s general his-
tory (Cooper, 1994; Unesco Courier, 1984). As a result, this alternative 
view is also observable in the Unesco initiative for publications on Africa. 
Its origins can be traced back to the early sixties and way back to a con-
ference of Africanists in Accra in 1962. Eventually the ‘General history 
of Africa’ project started with Nigerian Kenneth Onwuka Dike as first 
director. Eventually 500 specialists worldwide participated in the eight-
volume project, which was essentially conducted greatly as an African pro-
ject for Africans. At the time it was regarded as socially and scientifically 
important to undertake such a project, especially because African peoples 
were progressing towards political independence. Its content and comple-
tion were not without criticism, yet, in the main, the Africa-centered goals 
in most of the volumes published were achieved. It was only in 2007 that 
the ‘General History of Africa’ project centered on the objective to dif-
fuse the project outcome in teaching by means of adopting a common 
curriculum for the History of Africa among member states. This project 
is currently ongoing (http://www.unesco.org/new/en/africa-department/
africa-week-2017/africa-week-launch/), and still nurtures the 1971 vision 
of the project, namely (Barbosa, 2012):

 – Following a scientific and democratic approach;
 – Looking at the totality of Africa, with its regional inter-relations;
 – Focused on the history of societies, civilizations and institutions, valo-

rizing the contributions of tradition and African art; and
 – Looking for Africa’s own knowledge of itself, from the point of view of 

African authors about their own history, the recognition of African cul-
tural heritage and the factors that have contributed to the unity of the 
continent.
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Regarding art, it is of value to note that it was found, amongst others, that 
the impact of colonialism on African art was neither profound nor perma-
nent (Unesco Courier, 1984).

These impressions and developments can be complemented by many 
other contributions, including that of Funso Afolayan, who remarked in 
2005 that a study of African history as an autonomous scholarship is a 
recent development. This development also marked rejections by Africanists 
of only Eurocentric time colonial history (Roberts, 1978; Arowolo, 2010), 
although it appears as if there is some uncontested acknowledgement of 
Islamic and Arabic views of African societies (Afolayan, 2005), as in pre-
colonial times.3

As far as the teaching of colonial time history in Africa is concerned, 
Atieno Odhiambo regards the setting up of western-type universities in 
Africa on the eve of his country’s independence to be a significant milestone 
to strengthen the recovery of African initiatives. Some new and established 
departments of History started the teaching of African history in prefer-
ence to European history at the core of the curriculum. Some historians 
were trained in other parts of the world and invested their training in 
Africa. Odhiambo furthermore states that the biggest challenge for aca-
demia of African history was of a methodological nature, with History 
as understood in the West having been based on written documents. The 
acceptance and refinement of the methodology of oral traditions allowed 
for a major break with traditional written sources. Over 6 000 postgrad-
uate studies were created in Africa. Slavery, African religions, women 
and the natural environment were initially emphasized in this research 
(Odhiambo, 2000). Subsequently, domesticity colonialism with culture as 
broad focus was given more prominence by the late nineties in teaching and 
researching, with social history being equally prominent and its strength 
embedded in its ‘multidisciplinarity and multivocality’.4

 3 Compare with ‘Historiography of Africa’ in http://patachu.com/historiography-
of-africa/ (26.05.2018); African historiography as discussed in www-sul.stan-
ford.edu.

 4 Thus Odhiambo, Atieno. 2000. ‘Re-introducing the “People without History”: 
African Historiographies’. Conference paper. Oslo: http://www.oslo2000.uio.
no/program/papers/s1/s1-odhiambo.pdf5–8.
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However, a few Africans have so far embarked on efforts to historio-
graphically map the impact of colonialism on the continent, inclusive of 
South Africa (Maathai, 2009; Arowolo, 2010; Mamdani, 1996; Mamdani, 
2011). The previously mentioned Onwuka Dike is also regarded as the first 
black professional African historian (Cooper, 1994). Yet, as with many 
others, his training was also provided by ‘imperial mentors’, but ulti-
mately this fact should not necessarily be questioned or viewed negatively. 
Mostly, contributions on Africa are either regionally and theme selective, 
or country-focused.5 A critical, inclusive, comprehensive and diverse view 
of the historiography of Africa by an African is yet to be produced.

In a broader context, Nobel Prize winner Wangari Mathaai (2009) crit-
ically reviews the status of postcolonial leadership, economic relationships 
and an enmeshed and penetrated (Keegan, 1996) approach to evangelical 
humanitarianism as strong pointers to how colonialism was conducted 
at the time,6 but only perceived in its true context and colors in post-
colonial times. She also complains about the impacts of a growing spir-
itual inferiority among African peoples in the heydays of colonialism 
(Maathai, 2009).

In trying to obtain a critical view on the historiography of Africa (inclu-
sive of South Africa), Africans still rely mainly on expertise output from 
abroad for information, interpretation and education.7 In fact, South 
Africa is yet to ‘produce’ an African historian reflecting African history like 
Mamdani and Maathai, although South African colonial historiography 

 5 Compare Digby, Anne, Waltraud Ernst, and Projit B. Muhkarji (eds.). 2010. 
Crossing Colonial Historiographies:  Histories of Colonial and Indigenous 
Medicines in Transnational Perspective. Cambridge:  247. Collins, Robert 
O., and James M. Burns. 2013. A History of Sub-Saharan Africa. 2nd edi-
tion. Cambridge:  408. Mlambo, Alois S. 2014. A History of Zimbabwe. 
Cambridge: 300. Schmidt, Elizabeth. 2013. Foreign Intervention in Africa. 
Cambridge: 284.

 6 Compare with Chapters 5 and 6 in Keegan, Timothy. 1996. Colonial South 
Africa and the Origins of the Racial Order. London.

 7 See for example Manning, Patrick. 2004. ‘Africa in World History and 
Historiography’, Historically Speaking 6 (2): 14–15. Etherington, Norman, 
and P. Midgley. 2010. Grappling with the Beast: Indigenous Southern African 
Responses to Colonialism. Leiden. Limb, Peter. 2011. ‘Terence Ranger, African 
Studies and South African Historiography’, Historia 56 (1), May: 1–25.
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since the advent of the twenty-first century seems to be more vibrant. 
Discussions on the impact of colonization on the mind (coloniality) and 
its manifestation in daily life (inclusive of understanding of knowledge 
and whose knowledge) are topics of debates recently locally embraced, as 
inspired from Latin-American thought (see Ndlovu-Gatsheni8 in Council 
of Higher Education (CHE), 2017), and in particular that by Walter 
Mignolo (2000).

South Africa and colonial times: conquering 
years and status by 1994

Europe’s connection with a tiny part of South Africa as it is today dates 
back to the 15th century (Portuguese explorers). A European economi-
cally motivated intervention in South Africa developed from 1648 and was 
formalized in 1652 (Dutch East India Company or DEIC for short, in the 
Netherlands) (Ross, 1991). Dutch rule of the Cape lasted for 143 years 
until 1795. During DEIC rule, some Dutch, German, French, Malaysian 
and other peoples populated the region. Britain conquered the Cape in 
1795, lost it to the Dutch Batavian Republic in 1803 and regained posses-
sion of it in 1806, ruling the colony until 1960 and in the process extending 
its territory farther into the interior, especially between 1899 and 1902 
during the bitterly fought South African War.9 Stringent rule continued to 
characterize the governing spirit of British colonialism within a broadly 
maintained imperial vision that eventually culminated in a managing 
system of indirect British rule in which groups of peoples were unequally 
empowered (Myers, 2008).

 8 Ndlovu-Gatsheni, Sabelo J. 2013. Coloniality of Power in Postcolonial 
Africa. Myths of Decolonisation. Dakar: 9, 17, 28. Ndlovu-Gatsheni, Sabelo 
J. 2013. ‘The Entrapment of Africa within the Global Colonial Matrices of 
Power: Eurocentrism, Coloniality, and Deimperialization in the Twenty-first 
Century. Journal of Developing Studies 29 (4): 331–353. 

 9 Compare Landau, Paul S. 2010. Popular Politics in the History of South Africa, 
1400–1948. New York: 285. Giliomee, Hermann B., and Bernard Mbenga. 
2007. New History of South Africa. Cape Town: 454. Pretorius, Fransjohan 
(ed.). 2014. History of South Africa, From the Distant past to the Present Day. 
Pretoria: 704.
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Since the advent in 1948 of institutionalized apartheid in South Africa, 
both the privileged (white) minority and the disadvantaged (black, colored 
and Indian) majority groups had their own ‘postcolonial’ struggle (either 
against British indirect rule and/or against the racially initiated apartheid 
ideology or both). South Africa officially unshackled itself from British rule 
in 1961 by becoming a Republic. The country’s peoples however continued 
their struggle to free the majority from the oppressive apartheid rule that 
mostly continued in the typical governing spirit of British colonialism. South 
Africa officially liberated all South Africans in 1994 by becoming a dem-
ocratically focused republic.10 Yet the impact of especially 19th and 20th cen-
tury colonialism on the southern tip of Africa is deeply rooted in all spheres 
of life, and its visibility surfaced in the pre- and post-apartheid years in South 
Africa.11 It has also recently been acknowledged that the country remains 
economically and psychologically locked in the spirit of a colonial heritage 
and mentality (Rossouw, 2008; Poplak, 2014) that will probably take sev-
eral more decades to transform into something more characteristically South 
African (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013).

A colonial historiography of South Africa

South Africa has produced several voices of standing on the country’s 
colonial historiography, and in the approach to the country’s history sev-
eral paradigms have come forth.12 Pioneers of colonial historiography in 

 10 Compare the last part of the text with Lester, Alan. 1998. From Colonization 
to Democracy: A New Historical Geography of South Africa. New York: 288. 
Lester, Alan, Etienne Nel, and Tony Binns. 2014. South Africa’s Past, Present 
and Future: Gold at the End of the Rainbow? London: 392.

 11 See Myers, Jason C. 2008. Indirect Rule in South Africa: Tradition, Modernity 
and the Costuming of Political Power. Rochester: 140. Book Review on Myers 
by Simpson, Thula. 2011. ‘Indirect Rule in South Africa. Tradition, Modernity, 
and the Costuming of Political Power’. African Historical Review 43 (2): 84–86.

 12 Compare Elphick, Richard, and Hermann Giliomee (eds.). 1989 and revised 
2014. The Shaping of South African Society, 1652–1840. Cape Town. Smith, 
Ken. 1988. The Changing Past. Trends in South African Historical Writing. 
Johannesburg. Saunders, Christopher. 1992. Writing History. South Africa’s 
Urban Past and Other Essays. Pretoria. Jaarsveld, Floors, A. van. 1984. Omstrede 
Suid-Afrikaanse verlede. South Africa. Worden, Nigel. 2012. The Making 
of Modern South Africa: Conquest, Segregation and Apartheid. 5th edition. 
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Southern Africa are said to be Alexander Wilmot, John Chase, George Theal 
and Harry Johnston. They are labeled as pro-British settlers who presented 
‘Afrikaners’ as conservative oppressors of the indigenous peoples. This 
orthodox impression was soon challenged by a series of publications by 
Afrikaners documenting British injustices and the accumulative grievances 
of the Boers. Amongst others, there was the 1877 contribution of Stephanus 
J du Toit, namely The History of our land in the language of our people 
(Afolayan, 2005) followed in 1902 by the outspoken views of General Jan 
C Smuts in A century of wrong (Afolayan, 2005).

The impression of Afolayan (2005) regarding these contributions and 
others that followed (Shillington, 2013)  were summarized as being too 
white-centric:

The main features of these histories are clear. Almost without exception, they all 
focus on the South African white settlers, their conquests, and industrialization. 
The African majority was regarded as non-population, a part of the landscape 
to be occupied, used, dispossessed, and discarded. [...] In the rare cases where 
African societies received attention, their history was distorted. Their ways of life 
were presented as monolithic, static, and unchanging. Overworked clichés such 
as listless, impudent, fractious, thieving, savage, harmless, docile, and others were 
applied to describe black Africans. The oppressive, dehumanizing, and racist 
nature of white rule was often ignored, while its debt to the indigenous popula-
tion and most especially the Khoisan, was rarely acknowledged (pp. 629–630).

Odhiambo also interprets South African academia’s contribution to the 
continent’s history as being of a divided nature, with white scholars 
mainly trained in the Western tradition, and a featuring of a defense of 
the colonization of Africans with McCall Theal13 as first nineteenth cen-
tury ‘historian’ (Odhiambo, 2000). Theal’s view cannot be accepted, as 
Odhiambo asserts, as representing the majority of scholars’ views at the 
turn of the nineteenth and the early twentieth century. In the course of 

Chichester: 201. Visser, Wessel. 2004. ‘Trends in South African Historiography 
and the Present state of Historical Research’. Conference paper. Nordic Africa 
Institute, Uppsala, 23 September 2004: 1-19. http://sun025.sun.ac.za/portal/
page/portal/Arts/Departemente1/geskiedenis/docs/trends_sahistoriography.pdf 
(16.01.2018).

 13 In South Africa McCall Theal is not widely accepted as having been a trained 
historian, neither are some others who produced histories in more or less the 
same timeframe.
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his argument he also totally ignores the historically Afrikaans associated 
institutions from which several contributions came forth and sentiments 
were expressed (Thompson, 1962; Smith, 1988).

A change in focus and perspectives on South Africa’s colonial history 
during the second half of the 20th century commenced with the revised 
contributions in the two-volume publication by Leonard Thompson and 
Monica Wilson as editors, titled The Oxford History of South Africa 
(published in 1969 and 1971 respectively). Subsequently, there followed 
the Marxist approach to history (emphasizing materialistic insights and 
regarded as a holistic model for studying colonialism), tailed by the 
nationalist-liberalist approach. Afolayan aptly observes that contributors 
in this field vigorously attempt to write history from below. As a very 
specific example from South Africa, he refers to Charles van Onselen’s 
‘Sharecropping in apartheid South Africa’ in The seed is mine.14 There 
were several other ‘history from below’ contributions at the time that were 
not necessarily written in a Marxist spirit (Compare Visser, 2011). In retro-
spect they may be reviewed as either politically inspired Alltagsgeschichte 
reflections15 on South Africa’s colonial and postcolonial history and/or 
local/regional history contributions in a typical British-European model 
that mainly complemented white community developments in South 
Africa in colonial times.16 Despite all these efforts and trends, the crisis 
in the Africanist historiography remained. A  reflexive deconstructionist 
approach (also known as ‘postmodernism’) was regarded as an effort to 
review the past from a present-day ideology and understanding. All these 

 14 See complete title as Onselen, Charles van. 1997. The Seed is Mine. The Life of 
Kas Maine, a South African Sharecropper, 1894–1985. New York.

 15 ‘Alltagsgeschichte’ was founded amongst others by Alf Lüdtke (also spelled 
Luedtke) and Hans Medick of Germany. It enhanced a form of history from 
below. See Lüdtke, Alf. 1995. The History of Everyday Life. Reconstructing 
Historical Experiences and Ways of Life. Translation of the German version of 
1989. Princeton.

 16 Compare Eeden, Elize S.  van. 2012. ‘Regional, Local, Urban and Rural 
History as Nearby Spaces and Places: Historiographical and Methodological 
Reflections towards Modern Day Practice’. Special Edition. New Contree 63, 
January: 1–33. Eeden, Elize S. van. 2010. ‘Exploring Local Histories in the Use 
and Appreciation of Heritage and History in History Curricula’. Yesterday and 
Today 5, Oct: 23–50. E.S.A. Odhiambo, Colonial historiography. 2000.



Elize S. van Eeden124

and new thinking still shape the history of Africa in postcolonial times 
(Gordon, 2013), amidst global trends of a growing urge for democracy. 
For example, the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe and of the 
Soviet Union as well as the failure of socialist experiments in Africa started 
to provoke revisionist responses from the neo-Marxist historians of Africa. 
Ethnicity as a major specialty in African study gained some field.

After the democratic elections of 1994, new challenges for historians – 
in addition to foci for historical research – steadily surfaced. In standard 
narratives on South Africa’s national history in pre- and post-1994, the 
emphasis remains more on a knowledge dissemination of colonial times 
than an expansive critical discourse.17 The publication of Timothy Keegan 
(1996) is an exception, as he quite extensively and passionately covers 
colonial South Africa in a broader revisionist, global context. The title 
of the publication, namely Colonial South Africa and the origins of the 
racial order, rightly serves the content Keegan deals with. He departs from 
a colonial chronology regarding South Africa’s history by discussing the 
Dutch beginnings prior to and subsequent to 1652 – most South Africans 
are perhaps familiar with this era. Then Keegan continues with the colo-
nial ordeal when Britain colonized the Cape Colony in 1806, and decades 
later other parts of the interior (Natalia and the two Republics known as 
the ‘Zuid-Afrikaansche Republiek’ or ZAR and the Orange Free State). 
Keegan observed that the early British governors at the Cape ruled more 
autocratically in some ways than their Dutch predecessors (Keegan, 
1996). He critically reviews the status of economic relationships and the 
enmeshed penetrated-like approach to evangelical humanitarianism as 
strong pointers as to how colonialism was steered then, but only under-
stood better in postcolonial times.

Like Mathaai (2009) earlier in African colonial history, Keegan (1996) 
complains about the very same impacts colonialism brought about, namely 
spiritual inferiority among African peoples in the heydays of colonialism. 
Most of Keegan’s examples with regard to groups and regions depict the 

 17 Muller, C. F. J. (ed.). 2008, 2012. 500 Years SA history revisited. Cambridge 
History volumes 1-2. Giliomee, Hermann B., and Bernard Mbenga. 2007. 
New History of South Africa. Cape Town. Frans-Johan Pretorius (ed.). 2012. 
Geskiedenis van Suid-Afrika. Van voortye tot vandag. Cape Town: 640.
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Cape Colony. Skillfully, Keegan also points out several myths with regard 
to the settlers and colonial authorities. One such myth is that the Trek 
by the ‘hardy pioneer’ Boers into the interior ‘wilderness’ from especially 
1836 was politically driven, in order to be as far as possible from the 
‘hated British’. Instead, he argues that they ‘never wanted to break ties 
with the colonial market’, but rather wanted to extend the ‘geographical 
range’ (Keegan, 2009). An observation Keegan has made with regard to 
colonial expansion in the interior close to the current Lesotho and which 
relates to the formidable chief Moshoeshoe, is insightful:

Settler imperialism had failed in its immediate objectives, not least because imperial 
expansion evoked massive resistance from both Boers and black peoples. Policies 
of aggression and dispossession aimed at independent chiefdoms evoked in fact, 
not support, but rebelliousness and sedition from the Boers on the frontiers of set-
tlement, and contributed to a crippling crisis of legitimacy for the colonial govern-
ment. Most of the Boers saw no reason to throw in their lot with British imperialism 
against black chiefdoms, and many of them, including those who lived closest to the 
centre of Sotho power, openly chose the patronage of Moshoeshoe rather than that 
of the British [...]. (Keegan, 2009: 278).

To come to all these conclusions and to assess the colonial years of South Africa, 
Keegan strongly relied on the numerous regional and very local contributions 
of historians in various fields of history. These findings are supported by 
various standard publications on South Africa’s history and supported by 
global contexts, inclusive of colonial histories on Africa in general (Roberts, 
1990). Former and present-day regional history study contributions on, for 
example, the Cape and KwaZulu-Natal are still regarded as of the best in the 
country (Worden, 2010), and sufficiently informative to utilize in a frame-
work of understanding and debating the colonial and postcolonial phases of 
the region.

Regional and more micro local contributions in South Africa, cov-
ering a limited or narrow-parochial view of history inclusive of colonial 
times and its impacts, still have to be explored more broadly from a post-
colonial impression.18 The work of Nigel Penn on the northern border-
line of the Cape Colony and the impact of colonizers on the reducing of 

 18 Compare the need with what is available and perhaps a way of structurally 
approaching the research as in Keegan, Timothy. 1996. Colonial South Africa 
and the Origins of the Racial Order. Charlottesville. De Klerk, Pieter. 2009. 
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Khoisan territory needs to be acknowledged (Penn, 2006). De Klerk is of 
the opinion that more research is required on the relations between the 
colonizers and the locals or indigenous peoples in the Cape Colony, and 
not only on social and economic aspects (De Klerk, 2009).

In, for example, research contributions on the Western19 and Eastern20 
Cape as pioneering spaces (and known as provinces in the current con-
text) in South Africa, as well as KwaZulu-Natal as province (Laband, 
1996; Thompson, 2006), some colonial-specific practices in these regions 
do feature, although still not necessarily from the pen of South Africans.21 
The University of KwaZulu-Natal is also associated with the Alternation 
journal22 that publishes colonial-related content in PDF format on colonial 

‘Streeksgeskiedskrywing en Koloniale Verhoudinge: die Wes-Kaapse Platteland 
en die Karoo’. New Contree 58, November: 1–36.

 19 Keegan, Timothy. 1996. Colonial South Africa and the Origins of the Racial 
Order. Charlottesville: 368. Biewenga, Ad. 1999. De Kaap de Goede Hoop:een 
Nederlandse vestigingskolonie, 1680–1730. Amsterdam: 351. McDonald, Jared. 
‘Loyalism in the Cape Colony: Exploring the Khoesan Citizenry Space, c. 1828–
1834’. New Contree Special issue 2015: 106–131.

 20 Crais, Clifton C. 1992. White Supremacy and Black Resistance in Pre-industrial 
South Africa: The Making of the Colonial Order in the Eastern Cape, 1770–
1865. Cambridge: 284. Appel, André. 1988. ‘Die Distrik Oudtshoorn tot die 
Tagtigerjare van die 19de eeu: ‘n Sosio-Ekonomiese Studie’. Argiefjaarboek 
vir Suid-Afrikaanse geskiedenis 51 (2):  368. Appel, André. 1989. ‘Enkele 
Demografiese en Sosiale Aspekte van Vroeg Industriële Port Elizabeth, c 1870–
1914’. Paper read at the 12th Biennial conference of the South African Historical 
Society, University Natal, Pietermaritzburg: 1–33. Terblanche, Otto. 2004. 
Uitenhage 200: 1804–2004. Port Elizabeth: 266.

 21 The repertoire of sources related to, or reflecting a form of colonial history 
of South Africa, is expansive. To mention only a few:  Edwards, Isobel E. 
1934. The 1820 Settlers in South Africa. A Study in British Colonial Policy. 
London: 1–207. As examples see McClendon, Thomas V. 2010. White Chief, 
black Lords. Shepstone and the Colonial State in Natal South Africa, 1845–
1878. Rochester: 177. Crais, Clifton C. 1992. White Supremacy and Black 
Resistance in Pre-industrial South Africa: The Making of the Colonial Order 
in the Eastern Cape, 1770–1865. Cambridge: 284. Meredith, Martin. 2008. 
Diamonds, Gold and War: The British, the Boers and the Making of South 
Africa. London:  592. Dooling, Wayne. 2007. Slavery, Emancipation and 
Colonial Rule in South Africa. Scottsville: 249.

 22 Information on the Alternation Journal is available at alternation.ukzn.ac.za/
docs/04.2/16 %20Att.pdf  (26.05.2018).
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themes useable in teaching colonial discourses (Attwell, 1997). So the gen-
eral challenge embraced by Africa and African historians since the late 
fifties and early sixties, namely to search for an ‘African’ voice, surprisingly 
has not yet attracted the historians of South Africa. Therefore, as Albert 
Grundlingh (2005) puts it, the question of “South Africa’s ‘exceptionalism’ 
on the continent has the potential to draw historians into a wider frame 
and therefore the question of the South African past in relation to the rest 
of Africa remains” as a postmodernist and a postcolonial challenge.

Consequently, most of South Africa’s (colonial) history since the early 
twentieth century up to the early twenty-first century can still be consid-
ered to have been written mainly by white historians, as well as historians 
from other countries. Voices being raised for an Africanization or indige-
nization (CHE, 2017) of historical research and teaching content is pres-
ent-day news, but not yet clearly articulated or resulting in something 
being done in this regard. Considering a conceptual shift (Letsekha, 2013) 
to unlock some hidden histories as part of the existing narratives will take 
time but should be done. As life is a (historical) process, under partic-
ular circumstances it will probably take many more decades to observe 
research done on South Africa’s (colonial) past in more culturally reflec-
tive ways.23 Apart from Bernard Mbenga (1994;1996) and Alois Mlambo 
(20014;2008), who produced some histories on regions in Africa (and 
Mbenga in particular who produced histories on South Africa as well) 
(Giliomee & Mbenga, 2008), the country has yet to produce historians 
in the field of its history and Africa’s past from a refreshed colonial con-
sideration. Perhaps this shortcoming, in addition to the lack of a more 
critical insight, could be reasons for the response of a journalist, Johann 
Rossouw, in 2008. In a salutation, before debating his argument, he states 
(2008, 1–8):

 23 Compare Keegan, Timothy. 1996. Colonial South Africa and the Origins of 
the Racial Order. Charlottesville: 368. Myers, Jason C. 2008. Indirect Rule 
in South Africa: Tradition, Modernity and the Costuming of Political Power. 
Rochester:  140. Cavanagh, Edward. 2013. Settler Colonialism and Land 
Rights in South Africa. Possession and Dispossession on the Orange River. 
Johannesburg: 184.
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The rainbow nation dream was just an illusion. South Africa is not yet 
postcolonial.

Recent violence between the poor and the poorer in South Africa was the 
by-product of the country’s stagnation – it has achieved what it set out to do 
racially, but not economically or socially. The old colonial model of modernity is 
still the basis for power (p.1).

This insight, and some deeper historical moments resulting in the 2008 
status of the country, are applauded by several intellectuals. See for 
example the thinking of Myers (2008) and Khonou (2009). Khonou 
also recently endorsed the current colonial mind ‘operational’ within 
the African National Congress (ANC) echelons (compare Myers, 2008). 
Other recent border history works like those of Robert Ross on ‘The Kat 
River Settlement’ (on the Khoekhoen) in the 19th century,24 Clifton Crais 
(on the Xhosa)25 and Martin Legassick’s ‘Hidden Histories of Gordonia’ 
(on Northern Cape land possession pertaining to the Basters and Blacks 
of the region), and the study on the Cape San in colonial times by Jared 
McDonald (2016), also fall within this ambit of colonial impact on South 
Africans.

In essence, the vehicle of running the ANC government remained based 
on the thinking of government as in the ‘indirect rule’ days of Britain (two 
governing systems in one country in which both are functioning with sets 
of laws). While the one is perceived to be authoritative and minding ‘its 
own way’, levels of being subordinate to the other ‘unconsciously and con-
sciously’ were in place.26

An inability, and most definitely a difficulty thus far, namely to effi-
ciently serve minorities and majorities within a broader constitutional 
model in the present, with a centuries long colonial heritage, has allowed 
for remarks like those of Rossouw, as well as the thoughts of Mandisi 

 24 See Ross, Robert. 2014. The borders of Race in Colonial South Africa: The Kat 
River Settlement, 1829-1856. Cambridge: 340.

 25 Crais, Clifton. 2002. The Politics of Evil. Magic, State Power and the Political 
Imagination in South Africa. Cambridge: 297.

 26 The author’s interpretation of Khunou’s writing and other sources like Claassens, 
Aninka. 2012. ‘Unaccountable chiefs are a recipe for a new Marikana’, Business 
Day Live 18 September.
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Majavu in 2011 on Higher Education in South Africa, but based on a 2008 
report entitled The Charter for Humanities and Social Sciences (CHSS). 
This report, amongst others, grossly skew and one-sided as it may turn out 
to be, outlines the following:

As has been pointed out by African thinkers such as Mahmood Mamdani, the 
enduring apartheid intellectual legacy at South African universities is the ‘para-
digm of the colonial academy’. [...] Thus many universities across post-apartheid 
South Africa continue to study white experience as a universal, human experi-
ence; while the experience of people of colour is seen as an ethnic experience. 
[…] Additionally, in many cases students are taught a curriculum that is pre-
mised on the notion that Africa has no intelligentsia worth reading. This peda-
gogical approach is more pronounced at former white universities. [...] Dissenting 
black voices that refuse to bow down to the oppressive paradigm of the colonial 
academy are caricatured as ‘polemicists’, or lacking ‘theory’ in their scholarship. 
[…] Obviously, this is a universal problem. (Majavu, 2013)

Apart from the fact that Majavu is over-generalizing a very complex sce-
nario, it should be realized that centuries of practices by peoples and 
governments within a ‘colonial mode’ cannot transform overnight. (In SA 
it has been 20 years of democracy against 342 years of being in a colonial 
state of some kind). Rather, the intellectual attitude should be to efficiently 
and morally record, through refreshed African-centric approaches – inclu-
sive of multidisciplinary intentions – to what degree these contributions 
can truly impact coming to an understanding of the country and its region’s 
precolonial, colonial and postcolonial state.

To only ‘calculate’ (or to defend or criticize) to what level(s) a past 
history contribution may or may not actually have been excluding peo-
ples, could become too repetitive (knowledge) or plain counterproductive 
(stagnation in thinking). The continent’s regional histories, inclusive of 
their colonial heritage, should be deliberated as well as liberated from an 
African state of mind in methodology. A mere focusing on mainly oral his-
tory will not be sufficient. It would be inspired mainly by political motives/
reflections. Saleem Badat (2011) recently also argued that the ‘colonial/
apartheid’ [sic] legacy should be addressed on Higher Education levels. 
A kind of quick fix social equity and redress is regarded as of more impor-
tance at this stage than to deepen South Africans’ understanding of the 
colonial past. What is required is truly visible positive transformation every 
day, as well as responsible leaders who know how to efficiently redress 
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issues based rather on an effective long-term program by transforming the 
human mindset, opportunity, capacity and ability.

From recent research, produced since 1994, with as focus or as con-
textual focus the colonial legacy of South Africa, it appears that this wide 
and complex topic embedded in colonialism remains a vibrant field.27 The 
foci mainly relate to themes such as:28 property, family, identity, slavery; 
reconstructing a post-apartheid state; comparative colonialism studies 
(Meredith, 2005; Thompson, 2010; Nugent, 2012); religious divides; 
colonial administration and development (Worsfold, 2011); missionary 
teaching and teaching white literature (Batzer, 2008); drama and theatre 
(Sirayi, 2012).

At the University of KwaZulu-Natal (KZN), for example, academics in 
History have not only contributed extensively to the region’s colonial his-
tory, but some have also ventured to deliberate on teaching African History 
particularly in a postcolonial era.29 Specific foci on the past and the impact 
of colonialism also feature in recent academic conferences (Carruthers, 
2014). In July 2013 the School of Education at the University of Cape Town 
(UCT) hosted a workshop on ‘Colonial Education in Africa: Connecting 
Histories of Education through Text, Image, Voice, Memory and Word’. 
Amongst others, this workshop encouraged a research conversation on the 

 27 See Storey, William K. 2008. Guns, Race, and Power in Colonial South Africa. 
Cambridge. Miraftab, Faranak. 2012. ‘Colonial Present: Legacies of the Past 
in Contemporary Urban Practices in Cape Town, South Africa’. Journal of 
Planning History 11 (4), November: 283–307. Papers delivered at the 2013 
biennial conference of the SAHS also allowed colonialism to strongly surface 
with the theme ‘All for one and one for all? Leveraging national interests with 
regional visions in Southern Africa, 27-29 June’, 2013.

 28 See Mitchell, Laura J. 2009. Belongings:  Property, Family and Identity in 
Colonial South Africa. New York: 1–232. Dooling, Wayne. 2007. Slavery, 
Emancipation and Colonial Rule in South Africa. Scottsville. Ramutsindela, 
Maano F. 2001. ‘Down the Postcolonial Road:  Reconstructing the Post-
Apartheid State in South Africa’. Political Geography 20 (1): 57–84. Marx, 
Anthony W. 1998, 2003. Making Race and Nation: A Comparison of South 
Africa, the United States, and Brazil. Cambridge, which also focuses on Colonial 
South Africa and the origins of the racial order.

 29 See the University’s Journal available at alternation.ukzn.ac.za/docs/04.2/16 %20
Att.pdf . (26.05.2018)
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history of African colonial education and its legacies.30 Whether this work-
shop created a sudden awareness and negative perception among students 
of the University of colonial legacies, like those of Cecil John Rhodes 
whose statue was vandalized on the campus and eventually removed alto-
gether, is debatable. Whether those very sentiments were responsible for 
more instances of monument vandalism and violent practices against man-
agement by 201531 still require a thorough study. The impressions of the 
Ghanian Neo Lekgotla Laga Ramoupi in 2011 on how European the UCT 
landscape still compared to the University of Ghana, should also not be 
ignored as part of the instigating vibes that recently shook UCT academia 
and management to its core. Especially also because, to quote Ramoupi 
(2012), the UCT from 1997 ‘[even] wanted to preserve its colonial heri-
tage via its Centre for African Studies (CAS)’.

Despite the reality that a country’s heritage is a country’s heritage, to 
be preserved and expanded to be all-inclusive (Van Vollenhoven, 2015), 
for outsiders the irony in this case is that the UCT has – in some way – 
always been perceptionally viewed as synonymous with being liberal, 
as well as an upfront leader in all spheres of decision-making practices, 
processes and human activity. The fact that this current outrage against 
a colonial leader’s visibility on the UCT campus took more than two 
decades after democracy (and even prior to democracy) to provoke dis-
contentment (Masondo, 2015),32 makes one wonder to what measure the 
UCT intellectuals in reality critically contested the South African heydays 
of colonial indirect rule with their students, and whether apartheid was 
scorned in times of Afrikaner nationalism only or has been mostly scorned 

 30 See SACHES, Workshop, Colonial Education in Africa, 4-5 July 2013 (UCT, 
Cape Town South Africa).

 31 See http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/mar/25/south-africa-rhodesmustfall-
statue; Siya Mnyanda, Siya. 2015. ‘Cecil Rhodes’ Colonial Legacy must fall – not 
his Statue’. The Guardian, 25 March. Deutsche Welle. 2015. ‘Colonial Statue 
Triggers Race Debate in South Africa’. 21 March. See http://freenetafrica.com/
node/29295 (15.12.2017).

 32 See Masondo, Sipho. 2015. ‘Cecil John Rhodes: As Divisive in Death as in Life’. 
City Press 22 March; see http://www.citypress.co.za/news/as-divisive-in-death-
as-in-life/ (22.03.2018).
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as culprit for South Africa’s racist stand since 1994 and thereafter.33 The 
UCT Postgraduate Prospectus of 2014–2016 at least generally refers to 
‘Cape Town’s colonial and precolonial history … that make[s]  it an inter-
esting city with a vibrant culture’ to study in.34 Judging by recent events on 
the campus (unilaterally loaded and political of nature) it can be assumed 
that not all would share this historical sentiment.

Teaching colonial and postcolonial legacies in South Africa

Colonial histories in the CAPS35 school curriculum

As there are so many histories and milestones in South Africa’s history to 
consider in school curricula, the idea here is not to criticize but rather to 
reflect on what is available, before discussing what appears to have been 
embraced regarding colonialism on a higher educational level in specifi-
cally History as discipline. Within the senior phase history (grades seven 
to nine) it is only grade seven and grade eight that are exposed to some 
historical knowledge with regard to the colonization of the Cape (grade 
seven) and the colonial process well-known as the Scramble for Africa in 
the late 19th century (grade eight).36

In the Further Education and Training teaching framework, the curric-
ulum for History has been revised twice since the turn of the century in 

 33 Compare this observation with the work of Bunting, Ian. 2006. ‘The Higher 
Education Landscape under Apartheid’. In Cloette, Nico, et  al. (eds.). 
Transformation in Higher Education. Dordrecht: 35-52. Sanders, Mark. 2002. 
Complicities: The Intellectual and Apartheid. Durham, provides refreshing 
insights in chapters one (pp. 12-15) and two (pp. 19-92). Moodley, Kogila and 
Heribert Adam. 2000. ‘Race and nation in post-apartheid South Africa’, Current 
Sociology. 48 (3): 51–69. See also Bill Nasson’s book review of Pampalli, John. 
1991. Foundations of the New South Africa. London, under the title Nasson, 
Bill. 2009. ‘New history for the new South Africa’. South African Historical 
Journal, 26 (1): 236–244.

 34 http://www.uct.ac.za/usr/pgstudieshub/PG%20Prospectus%202014 %20-2016.
pdf (15.12.2017), 7.

 35 CAPS meaning Curriculum Assessment Policy Statements under authority of 
the Department of Education of South Africa.

 36 See the curricula for Grades 10-12 in History as outlined in Republic of South 
Africa, Department of Basic Education, Curriculum and assessment Policy 
Statement (CAPS), Social Sciences Senior Phase, 2012, pp. 15-16.
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order to accommodate a national past that is more acceptable and repre-
sentative of the country’s population. Colonialism as a theme still remains 
within the deliberations of considering its expansion, impacts and limita-
tions. On the Grade 10 level, the learners currently deal mainly with pre-
colonial expansion in South Africa by covering the years 1750 to 1860. In 
the Grade 11 curriculum learners are introduced to colonialism from a dif-
ferent angle by being taught about British imperialism and the role played 
by colonial businesses in gold mining. The British impact on the steadily 
diminishing existence of African societies after 1870 is also covered. In 
Grade 12, only one theme (from a possible six) engages with Africa in 
postcolonial times, with the emphasis on ‘Independent Africa’.37

As always, the compiling of curricula is an unrewarding task, always 
arousing much debate. Distorted labeled representations of colonial-
related communities in school textbooks have recently been criticized as 
limiting the role and visibility of white South Africans in the nineteenth 
century parts of the CAPS-curriculum, while exposure to English and black 
histories appears to be accentuated more. It was slated as not being in the 
spirit of reconciliation and allowing for distortions of the country’s history 
(Pretorius, 2007). It is as if the nineties and some years thereafter in many 
ways featured a kind of an insensible debate among so-called ‘schools’ of 
historians38 regarding which colonial community (the Dutch from 1652 to 
1795 or the British from 1806 to 1960) should be marked as the cultivators 
of racist practices in South Africa). In published works, the general course 
content concerning colonialism still featured strongly, lacking a thorough 
socioeconomic and cultural recording of research on communities as in 
colonial times to enhance mapping the impact on local areas and regions 
with the intention to contribute to broadening perspectives on colonial 
time histories with colonialism per se being the point of debate.

 37 See the curricula for Grades 10-12 in History as outlined in Republic of South 
Africa, Department of Basic Education, Curriculum and assessment Policy 
Statement (CAPS), History, 2011, 9-16.

 38 Bill Nasson even dares to make the a-historical assumption that South Africa has 
seen an overproduction of white nationalist educators … whoever they may be 
or are perceptionalized to be, and apparently not necessarily include historians 
from English descent. See Bill Nasson’s book review in footnote 33. 
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The Higher Education and Training (HET) environment

In 1979, Eriksen asserted that it would have been impossible for an ear-
lier generation to write Africanist history as there was ‘simply nothing 
to talk about’. He continued that institutions, ‘allegedly concerned with 
the teaching of Africanist history had very little to profess.’39 This was 
indeed so – the habit merely appeared to be to repeat and/or inform. In 
2013, a research exercise was undertaken to identify the status of teaching 
colonialism in the Higher Education and Training sector. Traditionally 
South Africa had 23 universities and 19 colleges, but the new century saw 
mergers and forms of integration to change to 11 traditional universities, 
six comprehensive universities and approximately 28 private colleges and 
universities. For this discussion, information from the history departments/
subject groups of the traditional universities were obtained from subject 
heads, or from a person who had been tasked to respond to three basic 
questions which were:

 i) Provide a scanned copy of your current undergraduate and postgrad-
uate history module content.

 ii) Give your impressions on the status of research and the teaching of 
colonial-related modules or themes and trends in Southern Africa.

 iii) How regional or local do you get when focusing on colonial-related 
themes?

Six universities responded to the call for information, namely the 
University of South Africa and the University of Johannesburg (recently 
grouped as comprehensive universities); the University of Stellenbosch; the 
University of KwaZulu-Natal, the University of Pretoria and the North-
West University. Later on, some information of other universities (such as 
the University of Cape Town and the University of the Witwatersrand) was 
obtained through a desktop research exercise.

 39 Swai, B. 1979. ‘The Balance Sheet of Africanist Historiography. A Review of 
Eriksen’s Modern African History: Some Historical Observations’. Research 
report 55. Scandinavian Institute of African Studies. Uppsala: 171. http://archive.
lib.msu.edu/DMC/African%20Journals/pdfs/Utafiti/vol5no1/aejp005001008.
pdf (26.05.2018).
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The general outcome of specifically questions ii and iii as orally 
responded to was as follows:
The remainder of the universities communicated generally in writing or 
the information was obtained through a desktop research process.

It seems reasonable to suggest that colonialism as theme at South 
African universities is mostly offered in undergraduate courses, and mainly 

Tab. 1: Results of the survey

University The status of research and the 
teaching of colonial-related 
modules or themes and trends 
in Southern Africa

How regional or local do 
you get when focusing on 
colonial-related themes?

University of  
South Africaa

‘…teaching of colonial 
history here is reasonably 
vibrant/robust – though 
colonial themes are not 
all that dominant in the 
overall program, there are 
two undergraduate modules 
which deal exclusively with 
the colonial period, and one 
Honors course as well.’

‘We certainly do focus on 
the western and eastern 
Cape; northern Cape 
could do with more 
attention; the area that 
became the Transvaal and 
Natal enjoy reasonable 
attention too; perhaps 
the Free State is also 
neglected’.

University of 
Stellenboschb

‘We focus on South African 
colonial history in the 1st and 
2nd year and on Africa in the 
2nd and 3rd year’.

‘On Honors level we 
cover themes rather than 
specific regions or times’.

University of 
KwaZulu-Natalc

‘…we were put under 
pressure last year to 
redesign...’

‘…ALL our courses to 
reflect (even more than 
before) African-centered 
themes, but these 
templates sit in limbo.’

University of Pretoriad Very much an individual 
choice and selection was 
observed. The respondent was 
uncertain.

No response.

a E-Mail, Mr Nick Southey (Unisa)/Eeden, Elize S. van, 19 August 2017. See also http://
www.unisa.ac.za/Default.asp?Cmd=ViewContent&ContentID=157 (20.08.2017).
b E-Mail, Prof Albert Grundlingh (US)/Eeden, Elize S. van, August 2017. Take note that the 
emphasis is on colonial history (my accentuation) and not necessarily critically reviewing 
colonialism.
c E-Mail, Prof Julie Parle (UKZN)/Eeden, Elize S. van, August 2017.
d E-mail, Mr Zimkhitha Tsotso(UP)/Eeden, Elize S. van, August 2017.
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reflects the historical development of colonialism, especially since the days 
of formalizing states and the development of a system of indirect rule, 
gradually imposed by the British after colonizing the Cape of Good Hope 
in 1806.40 Universities also do not necessarily cover a historiography of 
colonialism at undergraduate level, but it is equally doubtful whether the 
universities under discussion engage with it at postgraduate level. A ten-
dency to be multi-reflexive on the past impact of colonialism in South 
Africa appears to be a twenty-first century trend. Thus, for example, the 
University of Cape Town recruited John Lonsdale to come and teach at 
the university. He brought with him his knowledge of how England sees 
the historiography of South Africa (Lonsdale, 1983). From an undergrad-
uate perspective, the teaching of history at the UCT from a colonial angle 
appears hazier.41

On the other hand, if information on courses and disciplines in ter-
tiary yearbooks or prospectuses can be regarded as reliable, the under-
graduate themes chosen by the subject group History at the University 
of Johannesburg are mostly reflections of certain trends, time frames and 
phenomena in which themes on the history of the Cape Colony are the 
closest that one can get to an assumption that aspects of colonialism also 
feature. On a postgraduate level, themes covering postcolonial legacies ap-
pear to be more prominent.42

At the University of Cape Town, currently the only postgraduate course 
in History that is clearly related to colonial matters is the one on African 
environmental history, which offers precolonial, colonial and postcolo-
nial environmental impact reflections.43 On an undergraduate level, the 
approach appears more generic and in line with modern-day trends of 

 40 Theophilus Shepstone could perhaps be seen as a pioneer in the Indirect Rule 
way of governing in the 1840s and years before Frederick Lugard has imposed 
Indirect Rule in Nigeria.

 41 The University of Cape Town, Undergraduate courses, History, in http://www.
humanities.uct.ac.za/ (15.08.2017).

 42 E-Mail, Prof Gerald Groenewald/Elize S. van Eeden, August 2013.
 43 University of Cape Town (UCT), Faculty of Humanities (Postgraduate), 2014: 239-

240, as in http://www.uct.ac.za/downloads/uct.ac.za/apply/handbooks/Handbo
ok9BHumanitiesPostgraduateStudies2014.pdf (15.08.2017).
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engaging in world and transnational histories with gender studies and 
other themes of choice of which Africa and Southern Africa form a selec-
tion to choose from.44

Other examples of how to think about colonialism when teaching are 
those of mutual partnerships between South African universities and uni-
versities abroad, such as the partnership between the University of the 
Western Cape and the Makerere Institute (Uganda).

Back in 2011 the following remarks were made by Mahmood Mamdani 
(2011) regarding colonialism and teaching colonialism:

The central question facing higher education in Africa today is what it means to 
teach the humanities and social sciences in the current historical context and, in 
particular, in the postcolonial African context. […] To brainstorm the outlines of 
this programme, we held a two-day workshop in January with scholars from the 
University of the Western Cape in South Africa and Addis Ababa University. We 
agreed to create a graduate programme that combines a commitment to local –-  
indeed, regional –- knowledge production, rooted in relevant linguistic and dis-
ciplinary terms, with a critical and disciplined reflection on the globalisation of 
modern forms of knowledge and modern instruments of power. Rather than op-
pose the local to the global, we seek to understand the global from the vantage 
point of the local.

To also quote Badat (2011) on the same issue of teaching:

In South Africa, social inequalities were embedded and reflected in all spheres of 
social life – as a product of the systemic exclusion of blacks and women under 
colonialism and apartheid.

What is stated by Mamdani and Badat on features of teaching from two 
different angles and/or issues of teaching is not new, but they still remain is-
sues that lack drive and creativity in the spheres of research and teaching in 
Africa and about Africa. An initiative worth mentioning is the Wits Institute 
for Social and Economic Research (WiSER) program at the University of 
the Witwatersrand, in which the emphasis is on studies in Africa. Apart 
from having regular seminars (called the Wits Interdisciplinary Seminar 

 44 University of Cape Town (UCT), Faculty of Humanities (Undergraduate), 
2014, as in http://www.humanities.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/
images/2/2014HumUG_Handbook.pdf (15.08.2017), 147.
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in the Humanities (WISH), the Journal for African Studies is also closely 
associated with the university’s historians.45

In most Higher Education and Training (HET) yearbooks or 
prospectuses in South Africa, postgraduate studies (like the undergraduate 
modules) also seem to mainly reflect generic themes under each curriculum 
or program offered. It is therefore not that easy to gain a conclusive insight 
into the particular focus that the facilitator of History may choose for cov-
ering a generic theme in a specific year. It may thus be assumed that more 
universities may indeed cover colonial-related themes in courses than what 
may be observed on paper.

Occasionally, more is shared, as happens in course examples to be 
found in, for example, Botswana – an independent country immediately 
to the north of South Africa. The University of Botswana seems to deal 
mainly with the precolonial status of Southern Africa, utilizing only the 
evergreen narratives of the South Africans Ken Smith (1998) and Nigel 
Worden (2008; 2012). The course is described as follows:

The course commences by considering the major ‘schools’ of historical writing 
about Southern Africa, and then examines debates among historians, mainly in 
the 19th century, ending with colonization and African responses to it.

Equally so, some other universities in foreign countries appear to reveal 
explicitly more about ‘colonial-labelled’ studies than appears to be the 
current scenario in South Africa. Thus, for example, the University of 
Manchester offers a Master’s Degree in Postcolonial Studies, describing it 
as follows:46

The MA in Postcolonial Literatures and Cultures has been running since 2005. 
Since then, a steady number of excellent students have taken it up, many of whom 
are now pursuing PhD work. Students are taught by specialists in colonial and 
post-colonial studies and are encouraged to take courses across disciplines such 
as English and American studies, history, film, art history and sociology and to 
study materials from a variety of perspectives. Ideological diversity and openness 
of debates are strongly encouraged!

 45 As example see e-mail: Keith Breckenridge/E-mail list of historians, 15 May 2015, 
in which the WISH was about Dilip Menon’s discussion regarding Deep time 
and the colonial present in which counter histories were exposed.

 46 See http://www.arts.manchester.ac.uk/subjectareas/englishamericanstudies/
research/postcolonial/ (15.08.2017).
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Paul Landau at the University of Maryland, College Park in the USA, 
not only co-edited a general book on Africa, entitled Images and 
Empires: Visuality in Colonial and Postcolonial Africa (2002), but also 
presents an honors course in History covering colonialism in South Africa. 
The course, entitled ‘South Africa: Race, Colonialism and History’ (Hist 
619E),47 very much relates to the Botswana sources and themes men-
tioned earlier, although it covers a far more intensive engagement, and a 
more comprehensive literature list for reading by students. It furthermore 
portrays contributions by several South African historians.

The George Mason University (GMU) in Liverpool, USA, also offers 
modules on the roles of women in the development of the Cape Colony, 
which engages with sources of some historians in early colonial South 
Africa.48

Within the ‘deep re-examination of current hegemonies’ in higher 
education in South Africa the boisterous call for a decolonization of 
curricula are indeed diverse, and not based on similar concepts and 
ideologies (CHE, 2017). Dealing with teaching about colonialism – spe-
cifically in South Africa and by South African historians – still requires 
more research to be done and more novel ideas with regard to teaching 
about the style of management and the deep-rooted impact of British 
colonial indirect rule until recent times. This ought to be captured even 
more widely in the regions and local surrounds of the country as some 
historians, earlier mentioned, have done so far but still falling far too 
short. Some effort in this regard is being made on undergraduate level at 
the North-West University in South Africa. A more extensive discussion 
by Van Eeden (2013) is available in the Yesterday&Today Journal. In the 
Hist 213 module, the educational point of departure in teaching colo-
nialism and colonial themes in Africa in particular is to provide a multi-
dimensional critical perspective, and to also relate to the theme closer to 
home – namely South Africa. Hist 213 is a 16-credit module that covers 
themes on Africa and South Africa and politics. An important theoret-
ical and practical assignment explores identifying traces of regional or/

 47 See http://www.history.umd.edu/Faculty/Landau/ (15.08.2017).
 48 Anon., ‘Teaching materials teaching strategies’, chnm.gmu.edu/wwh/modules/

lesson7/pdfs/culturalteachingmaterials.pdf (15.08.2017). 
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and local colonialist practices (perhaps arriving from the British indirect 
rule governing system, and its possible culmination in rooted racist nur-
turing, also possibly allowing/having allowed for distorted local democ-
racies). Also the current debate of decolonizing South African curricula 
in disciplines call for the importance to develop sufficiently rigorous local 
knowledge that ‘relates better to the needs of students and the develop-
ment challenges of South Africa while contributing to the global knowl-
edge production from the perspective of Africa (CHE, 2017). Defining 
the status of teaching ‘decolonialized’ History at a higher education and 
Training level in South Africa has received some attention from the South 
Africa’s Council of Higher Education from late 2017, and is still ongoing 
in 2018. The idea is to take maintain some conversation on decolonialized 
curricula change and development (CHE, 2018).

Globalism and teaching colonial histories of 
Africa and South Africa: Some thoughts

In 1994, rethinking colonial African history, Frederick Cooper, an 
acknowledged USA expert on the African continent of yesteryear, stated 
that the essence of compiling African history at the time was to bring 
together the historiographies on colonial history of several continents 
in which, apart from Africa, Latin America and Asia featured (Cooper, 
1994). On the other hand, there are others who still analyze Africa super-
ficially as having been colonially exploited only. In the environmental 
history of Africa, touched on by a Zimbabwean, Vimbai Kwashirai, the 
author asserts that Africa’s global contribution was more or less restricted 
to ‘involuntary supply hugely significant resources in slaves, minerals, farm 
and forest produce to the world capitalist system’ (Kwashirai, 2012). Early 
in the twenty-first century, Jean-Francois Bayart (2000) observed that a 
world economic system existed before the capitalist commercial expansion 
of the West. About Africa and the continent’s relatedness to the rest of the 
world, he noted that:

… Africa has never ceased to exchange both ideas and goods with Europe and 
Asia, and later with the Americas. The antiquity of Christianity in Ethiopia, the 
spread of the Islam on the coasts, the establishment of Austronesian colonies in 
Madagascar, regular patterns of trade with China, India, the Persian Gulf and 
the Mediterranean are all evidence of the degree to which eastern and southern 
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Africa were for centuries integrated into the pre-modern economic systems of 
what scholars used to call the Orient

Trade with Europe and the Americas already featured in the fifteenth cen-
tury and even earlier (Unesco Courier, 1984). The Sahara Desert region, 
especially after the nineteenth century, also remained an important com-
mercial and cultural axis, and a highway for the exchange of commodities 
such as gold as well as slave trade. Bayart further elaborates that ‘new 
research underlines more clearly than previously how much Africans have 
[freely]49 participated in the processes which have led to the insertion of 
their societies as a dependent partner in the world economy’ and in the 
process of colonization as a kind of last avenue (Bayart, 2000). A form 
of dialogic relationship existed between the colonizer and the colonized. 
The imported state was considered the most important form of political 
organization associated with Africa’s globalization. Lastly, Bayart regards 
a discourse on Africa’s marginality as ‘nonsense’, (Bayart, 2000) to which 
other academics will give an affirming nod. Several in-depth sources on the 
colonial periods did engage in thorough global moments and reflections. 
The name of Keegan has already been mentioned. Comaroff can be added 
on the basis of his publication The African State in a changing global con-
text (1998).

Regarding South Africa and the global imaginary, Duncan Brown 
(2001) states that:

The humanities and social sciences have a crucial role to play in the developing 
of … understandings … towards the challenges of … teaching and research … 
regarding a recuperated or revindicated nationalism, based not on the fictions of 
imagined unity, but on a shared problematic: a mutual implication in a history of 
difference, which acknowledges local as well as global affiliations.

Teaching, researching and dealing with the colonial histories and 
historiographies of Africa and South Africa – and reflecting the global 
relatedness (compare Kohnert, 2008)  of these on profound and weak 

 49 John Thorton’s view is that African participation in slave trade was not forced 
but a matter of choice by African decision makers. See Thorton, John. 1992. 
Africa and Africans in the Making of the Atlantic World, 1400-1800. 2nd edi-
tion. Cambridge: 125, as quoted by Bayart, Jean-Francois. 2000. ‘Africa in the 
World: A History of Extraversion. African Affairs 99: 220.
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scales – still require more exposure originating from within the echelons 
of Africa. Yet European, Asian or American perspectives of Africa’s past, 
present and future will always remain a necessary part in reaching an 
understanding of the peoples of Africa and to progress towards meas-
ures of comparisons and reflections on a global scale. If not, decolonizing 
teaching and content in History remains just as exposed to ideology and 
being retrogressive of nature (compare Mbembe, 2016 as in CHE, 2017) if 
not done according to historical principles which does not include nation 
building.

Conclusion

This discussion has exposed aspects of the African and South African his-
toriography since the early days of formal colonialism. It has, amongst 
others, stated that African and South African historiography (inclusive of 
political thoughts and governing modes) still mainly reflect ‘his [former] 
master’s voice’. Some impressions on the teaching of colonialism in 
South Africa have been shared. In essence, it appears that the teaching 
of colonialism in the majority of tertiary educational institutions still 
has to cross a Rubicon of mainly reflecting colonialism for its histor-
ical existence, and also for its mainly negatively perceived European 
connectedness. A broader reflection, in searching for an understanding 
of the breadth and depth of colonialism’s engraved traces in narrow 
local and extended regional spaces, requires fresh angles of thought in 
both research and in teaching. From local history there will eventually 
evolve deeper meaning and better understanding (and appreciation) of 
the country’s national heritage (whether currently viewed as positive or 
as negative) and its global connectedness. In the discipline of History, 
reflections on colonialism should not be selectively taught or thought 
about, and African perspectives on Africa’s (and South Africa’s) past can 
only grow from an open mind and agenda. Thoughts about colonialism 
caught up, for example, in tracing only parts of a legacy embedded in 
‘western racism’ and ‘exploitation’ is to lose sight of the actual issue 
and to remain caught up in a cyclical mode concerning the present and 
the future. For many years, for instance, most thinking about democ-
racy portrayed it as an intellectual discourse, a policy and government 
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style characterized by a refusal to encourage traces of racism as experi-
enced in the former apartheid government (Green, 2004; Nathan, 2004). 
The post-1994 government and broader South African community also 
barely allowed themselves to think about how the past British colonial 
system of indirect rule in South Africa may have contributed to racism 
(as eventually allegedly done by apartheid – although some still fail to 
make any connection at all in this regard)50 in the country or paved the 
way for large-scale service inequalities currently experienced country-
wide. Certainly, the urgency currently in South Africa is for intellectual 
voices in history and history teaching with regard to the colonial and 
recently started postcolonial past that are methodologically refreshing, 
diverse in knowledge and more constructive in focus.

The 2015 destructive debacle at UCT with regard to the University’s 
colonial attachment to a legacy that some (foreign) students do not appre-
ciate historically as an inevitable heritage and legacy should not be the 
standard practice or be repeated. The colonial legacy of the present South 
Africa, in its entirety inherited from its past masters, was not and could not 
possibly have been swiftly eradicated with the country’s becoming a democ-
racy in 1994. As it took more than 300 years to create a colonial mentality 
and worldview, historical time is again inevitably required to rethink and 
restructure the historical avenue by searching for a more favorable mean 
between the done – but not gone – past and how to become more inclu-
sive and diverse sensitive in thought in research as well as in teaching and 
learning activities in a time of requesting for more decolonialized thought 
(CHE, 2017). A widened and revised scope on South Africa’s regions con-
cerning the history and long-term nature of past colonial system visibility 
and application in people’s ‘living experience’, will shed even more light 
on the nature of regional colonial dominance, racism and land issues. 
Reflecting this all from an African wisdom, inclusive from a global histo-
riography and thought to students and learners in History in a balanced 
inclusive way will in future be the big challenge.

 50 Compare footnote 33 to the assumptions by Bill Nasson The recent publication 
of Hélène Lewis should also not be ignored. See Lewis, Hélène Oppermann. 
2018. Apartheid Britain’s Bastard Child, rev. ed. Wandsbeck: 512.
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