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?h‘“ ing the Subtext: Coping with Bias in Nuseums and the Historieal 'Record

in South Africa Today

Because time is limited, the following obaervations will merely sketch in

qutlina varioua areas of bias in traditicnal South African hietoriogéaphy

aud soms of the weys in which wuseums can countsr it, In essence, bi;é in

the South Africen context has been a cass o0f A dominant white minoriﬁy présoﬁtias
a view of South African history which has sérved to obscurs the realgtiss of f
the colanizaticn of blacke by whites by subtly, and all too often not eo
subtly, shifting the onus of guilt onto the 8hqu1dararof blacks themselves.
Huseuns and national monument councils have pleyed an important role dn this
selt-qxculpatory and Iundaﬁentally false version of the paat, I hnvejehosln.gé
rerhaps somewhat arbitrarily, fivo areas in which the imposition of white l
vule has been eolaborately justified by such means asg the building or
ﬁrocl&iming of carefully selected national sonumenta, the choice ef publiﬁ
holidays and cermemorative festivals and the ideclogicelly-bound cho?ce and

presentation of the historical aevidence in museum displays.,

The first of these five examples, which bas obvious relevance to South
Africans today, is the iseve of black-on-black violence, By dwelling at ‘
length on the allagpd tyranny of black leaders and.the fratricidal nature or;
blagk civil wers, it is easy to advance the conclusion that the imposition -
of white rule rescued black people from their own self-destructive ngturou;.ﬁ
An obvious example is the mfecane in which the apparently genocidal effects .
of inter-black,strife during the 18208 are said to bave cleared tha way far
vwhite settlement in the interior. The following drawing, by Charles Bell, ;
shows Matabele warriors attacking & Bechuana kraal in 1835. A‘aimilarly
bloodthiraty depiction of Matabele warriors on the charge is on Qiaplay in
the Fort Schanskop Muzeum ef Military History in Pretorin.,ﬁigniric#ntly,
this emotive picturs has been mounted immedimtely tefore a gection dealing
with the Voertrekker conquest of Mzilikazi'a kingdom, a ¢lear example of a

biaged subtoxt which implicitly justifies m white invasion.
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Exomple number two is the atrozg-ouphssis place on black-white ;.;céétiii.i#oni'.'“
This euphasis serves to imply tuat land pd.snd tro.n black hapds to whit!e by
civilized agreemant rather than by torce, and that subssquent wars hetwetn
the two were cuuaud by Llavka ﬂnillag 45 sbnoyva the terms nf tha ﬂ:rnnmtntl
arrived at, Sunh unsgotiations dre aluays initiated by whitea and it is
-agsuped that black éartice tﬁ the trénttns‘hna complete inowlocso of tﬁolr
tarus and ‘complete-authority to make themy ———-—-- -

Ona of the most ofton represented negotiations opiaode ia that between fthe
Zule king Dingane and the Voortrekker leader Piet Retilef in fobrugry 1438,
The following is a photograph of onelof the paneli of the htstorica}rtgiaze
in tbe Veortrakker Monument depicting this event. There is much that cén be
said about it, but it will suffice to point out that the fact that Retief's
followers are standing proud and erect vhereame Diigind!n subjectas are §11

squatting mekea an obvious contrast between Zulu tyranny snd trekker djonog.ncy.:



Alsc used to reprasent the struggls between the forces of cavilizaiion and of
barbarisy is the theme of warfare betwssn black apd white in which blacks ar‘
ﬁaually shown in an unfavourabls light, even in clenroui cdses of vhite aggreasion,
There are many examples of how incidents in these wars have become enahrinqd in
the folklora of the white supremist ideology and which have dscome further  ?
entrenchod by the ersction of national nonunentd ar the naming of towns or atreets
after uhites ‘¥illed, the latter frequently accorded the status of martyred horoes
(examples include the towns of Woponer in the Freo Ssate and Rooasenekal im the .
franséini). This marble pillar in nigh Streat;rorahamztown. conztemorates the
| irohahly apooraphyl incident during the 1819 Battle of Grahamstown in whichia
soldier s wite, Elizabeth Salt,. roputedly anuggled gunpowder through to the

: beleasered soldiers
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intrepidly fighting off hordes of black attackers. Because oae's gympa.:hiag
neturally tend o Be with the defending mide, 1ittle emphacis has btaa placed
oo instances in which whites attacke. _blacks. This well-kuown painthg of the
Isandhlvana hattle, with ite domizant theme of British courage in a aroraity.

ise & ‘typical example,

" slido Fo b
It goea without saying thnx the maroiless lttrition which wasz enp19yed to
bring recalcitrant black tribea to their knooa 1a geldom if ever alloweﬂ to:
forw part of the populer picturu. This matter=of-fact engraving, uhich
ghawg Colonel MacKinnon's colunns ‘turning kraala during Lbe 84h Prpnt:lor
War, ba¢ thus not tended to ba the type of material to ke highlighted in

South African museunms up until nov.
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A more subtle variationm of the white aupremist ideclegy, in wiiéh Eu}opoan

expension is shown as & positiva,‘pi;ilizing force, is the strong eh}h-aiu
that hae tended to be placed on missicnary abtivityr Thereby fha ta%ta of
conquest and dispossession arae cbscured by images of patriﬁrchnl whﬂto :
miasionaries bringing the ligﬁt of christianitylgo the benighted yeﬁthen

as in the following wateércolour by Charles Bell, The subtext of thi{ epphasis
ig that the said heathen should be grateful to their white oonqueroﬁsa_
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involved In the conquest of blacks have been elavated to 1ndicrously'
sxalted positions within the traditional framework of white supremist
‘historiography, This is tru; of Robert Godlonten, a rabid expoment §t
'settler race parancia on the Eaetern Froptier, who has been lmmortalized
" by a highly flattering marble buat in tﬁé Alb;ﬁf-nuseum. It is'napocidlli
true of Sir Harry Smith, now generally régarded a:.a hullying. soﬁeﬁh&t:
unbalanced conquistadore but to whém tradition;l‘hiatdriégrnphy has beei
excessively Kind. This unvarredted sdulation has influsnced thé historic;l
record to a considerable degree with nuserous towns having been namia 9£rect1; '
‘or indirectly after him (eg. Alival North apd Smithfleld) and with hurv:ﬂyhg
portraits consistantly showing him 1ﬁfan'hn£ois or aristocratio moulﬁ. ;
-The lollsdins print, showlng Smith in later 1ife, creates the inage‘of
o grave and digonified elderly warrior which in turn tends to ohscurs thé

_less savoury fasks of the mywject's.life.




Problems and Strategies

O;early putting right the great isbalances built into the official
hiatoricnl record will be no easy task, As la wall-known, naarly all
'nat:onnl monumenta are represontative ot vhite histoxy. It ia 1mportant

to note that the term "national monument' need not merely dencte w

granite obelisk stuck in the grouzd or en old buildin; with a bronze

plaque affixed to it. The datinition ¢an be broadened to include. inter i
911&, commauorgtiva medals, romanticized hiatorical paintings, the naninsé
of towns and streets, the national flag and anthem-aﬁd'historicelly-rtlat;d
public holzdays. Supplenentins end whers neceasary replaoins thesa aymbola_
will entail great expense and will im all 1ikelihood generate bitter

controveray.

The inevitable legacy of an 1daologically slanted museums policy is that !
migeun collections are overvhelmingly pertinent to white histovy. It 15 §
perhapa alse fair to add that whitea tend to be more cencernad with prpaeévingf
the physical evidence of their past and have made most of the donaticns tJ
ﬁuaeumé. What this wmeans, of course, is that the settlement of 1820 and the
ureat Irek are heavily represented whereas material relating to, say,.Shaén's

kingdom, has been lost. o

cartain changes are easy to mako, and at _the ve;y lqast uuseum labels and

‘introductory texts need to be carefully redrafted to provida a broader and

moT® balancad summary of the relevant historical context. It 15 also posaibla f

to lessen the Eurocentric nature of many themes Ly subsuming them within

'nswar. mora neutral framévorks. Am example of this is the Firat British

-Occupstion of 1795-180Z, a subject given far too much promznencc in echool

textbooks and indeed in the present Africapna Museum display. Plans for a :

new Africana Kuseum display have included this topio in a general theme dealins
with the evolution of Cape government after 1795 which will be less concarnod with
the social 1ife of Lady Anne Baruard than with the growth of ‘representative

institutions and ¢olour pelicies. Soreover, and if properly employed; the’

. inversion of well-known eveants involving blacks and whites cin be a §alua§10

revisionist strategy. The implications for, say, the Great Drek, would be that
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bitherto employed, one could experiment with a Zuluceptdc "We wers over here

ond then they arrived" paradigm, -

Of course, the national-ideclogical overtones of ths trek to Natal, thesselves

a later 1nventio£. are to beo nvoided, Thiz principle applies to all exanmples of
the historical record which tend fglgqy uore';hout the worldview of thi.£|corﬂarl
than ahqpt the events they. are acpic£1ng for prospeéity. It i3 therofore wvital
that romanticized Victorian renditions of Zulu Var epigodea be shown at leest

in part as examplea of the nationalist-isperialist oth;a that prevajled at fﬁo
time, Allowing the visitor to aceepf‘thcm nt'fau! value yill perpetuate past
éinturtioﬁa rather than edncate. And at this crucial ;tasb in our country'as
-b{story. those museuns whick neglect to recognise and correct past mistakes

risk eaking themselves redundant in the new South Afrilcs,
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