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Review Article

Between explanation and apology: Giliomee
and the problem of the Afrikaner ethnic past

Thembisa Waetjen

With modernity and the nation-state arose new and distinctive possibilities
for political crimes and for organised, collective guilt. Michael Mann argues
that genocide is ‘the dark side of democracy’ since the moral status attached
to ‘peoplehoods’ and the idea of their organic representation by a state
provide both the ideological groundwork and the organisational means for
cleansing unwanted populations from within a bounded, stratified territory.
In this ‘age of the masses’, genocide is ‘the most undesirable consequence
of the modern practice of vesting political legitimacy in “the people”’ (Mann
1999:21). Writing in 1945, in the early wake of the Nazi genocide of Jews,
Hannah Arendt struggled to make sense of the complicity and agency of
ordinary Germans (Arendt 2000). In the popular nature of political murder on
such a scale, Arendt recognised a new world, one that had outstripped the
available political tools of justice and retribution. The real problem, though,
was not so much that retribution was impossible, but that mass participation
had instituted an order in which ‘the boundaries dividing criminals from
normal persons, the guilty from the innocent, have been…completely
effaced’ (Arendt 2000:149).

For Arendt, this was a human, not a national or ethnic, problem. What
particularly frustrated her was that the real and most pertinent questions
about collective political accountability were so quickly subsumed by the
explanatory power of group identity, ie, of Germanness. She rejected the
democratic assignment of culpability to a ‘people’ and saw bitter ironies in
what she called the ‘success of Nazi propaganda in Allied countries’ which
eroded any meaningful distinction between Nazis and Germans. The political
conditions that had ‘achieved the result of making the existence of each
[non-Jewish] individual in Germany depend either on their committing
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crimes or on complicity in crimes’ also made it possible for the weight of
specific guilt to be diluted into generalised, national guilt (Arendt 2000:149).

Arendt was sarcastic about the analytical implications of this tendency:
[E]ven the best-intended discussions between the defenders of the
‘good’ Germans and the accusers of the ‘bad’ not only miss the essence
of the question, but also plainly fail to apprehend the magnitude of the
catastrophe. Either they are betrayed into trivial general comments on
good and bad people…or they simply adopt an inverted version of Nazi
racial theory…The true problem however, is not to prove what is self-
evident, namely, that Germans have not been potential Nazis ever since
Tacitus’ times, nor what is impossible, that all Germans harbor Nazi
views…In trying to understand what were the real motives which
caused people to act as cogs in the mass-murder machine, we shall not
be aided by speculations about German history and the so-called
German national character, of whose potentialities those who knew
Germany intimately had not the slightest idea fifteen years ago.
(Arendt 2000: 149-51)

Zygmunt Bauman wrote that the broader importance of the Holocaust
cannot be fathomed through the narrow lens of ethnic history. Such an
approach ‘makes the Holocaust unique, comfortably uncharacteristic and
sociologically inconsequential’. This, ‘perhaps sheds some light on the
pathology of the society in which it occurred but hardly adds anything to an
understanding of this society’s normal state. Still less does it call for any
significant revision of the orthodox understanding of the historical tendency
of modernity, of the civilizing process, of the constitutive topics of
sociological inquiry’ (Bauman 2000:1-2). In response to such critiques, the
phenomenon of  Holocaust has inspired a substantial critical literature, both
sociological and philosophical, which considers how the politics of modern
peoplehood (nation, race, and ethnicity) interfaces with the problem of
mass civic agency and accountability. Such questions are probed in relation
to extreme social situations also because of the lessons they can offer about
more normative relationships between modern states, collective identity,
and human responsibility; and what is at stake for all of us.

Apartheid and organised guilt
Apartheid in South Africa was not a system of extermination. Yet, the
problem of collective guilt and responsibility belongs to Afrikaners as
surely as it belongs to Germans or Americans. The nature of the mass
agency that made apartheid legislation and its technologies of control
possible, however, is still not well understood. It is surprising, in fact, that
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the problem of mass complicity in a regime premised on the management of
group identities has not been more ambitiously and critically scrutinised. Is
this because we believe the questions have been sufficiently answered? The
work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which aimed at a
political remedy for post-traumatic nation building, expunged specific guilt
while confirming the generalisable culpability of racial and ethnic groups
whom apartheid was designed to benefit. In a sense, this has contributed to
the idea that mass agency under apartheid is explained through the logic of
apartheid itself, with race or ethnic identities as transparent signifiers of
political subjectivity.

Today, university students – among others – appear to be content with
a simplistic understanding of what was in fact a complex regime, a regime in
which large numbers of people – Afrikaans- and English-speaking, white
and black, local and international – were complicit, and in which the
processes of modernity (capitalism and state-formation) were significant
features. Currently, while few critically minded people would suggest
looking to some essentialist version of Afrikanerness to explain apartheid,
crude cultural and racial explanations are rife. This may be especially true
of overseas publics, who began more regularly to hear about Afrikaners and
Afrikanerdom in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The protests in 1976 of
Soweto’s school children against Afrikaans as a medium of instruction, the
brutality with which it was put down and the development of a mass anti-
apartheid struggle that followed these and other events educated the world
about the so-called ‘white tribe of Africa’. Concepts such as ‘laager mentality’,
‘Broederbond’, and the verligte/verkrampte binary became familiar to
overseas anti-apartheid activists and the circulating image of Afrikaners –
not least among supposedly critical university scholars – was of an
undifferentiated, fundamentally backwards and racist culture with a bizarre
and self-serving Calvinist doctrine. Such glib stereotypes continue to
explain the phenomenon of apartheid for many people.

It is unfortunate, therefore, that the opportunity to consider the problem
of collective guilt and accountability under apartheid has been given thin
treatment in the most important comprehensive work on Afrikaner history
and identity to date, The Afrikaners: biography of a people. Indeed, despite
its many achievements, this book underlines how the moral and analytical
weight of group identity can distract from grappling more critically with the
nature of civic accountability and agency in a modern, state-sponsored
racial project.
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Writing a history of Afrikaners is a burdened project, as Hermann
Giliomee acknowledges in the opening lines of The Afrikaners. Giliomee
proposes to ‘tell the Afrikaners’ story from the beginning with empathy but
without partisanship’ (2003: xiii) at a time when ‘apology is easier than
explaining’ (2003: xvii). ‘To understand is not necessarily to pardon’, he
writes, quoting HDF Kitto (who wrote this of slavery in Greece), ‘but there
is no harm in trying to understand’ (2003:xiii).

Such a measured approach will appear reasonable enough to many
readers. Yet within Giliomee’s even-handedness lies an assertion, namely
that the understanding we seek is an understanding largely of collective
motive or rationale, and that this may be found by probing deep into ethnic
history. This is a line of thought that, as Arendt warned in a very different
context, cannot but betray. It locates the problem of collective agency and
responsibility, as well as the formation of a modern regime, within a
bounded cultural history. A strong version of this line of thought would
have us searching the dark reaches of the past, much as a psychoanalyst
would an individual human psyche, for formative experiences that would
explain pathological behavior that came later. Giliomee employs a weaker
but still powerful line of this same logic. He is not a cultural essentialist, yet
he clearly believes in the unitary nature of the Afrikaner story sufficiently
to call his narrative a biography. The implications of this position become
clearer in the latter chapters of the book.

The Afrikaners is offered as a definitive history and is certainly bound to
be considered as such. It is important, therefore, to scrutinise not so much
its accuracy or objectivity (Giliomee is a careful and fair-minded historian)
but rather the lessons it conveys about post-apartheid political memory.
One question we can ask at the outset: Is it possible for an ethnic history of
Afrikaners to offer an explanation for apartheid without either reinforcing
a crude cultural indictment or, alternatively, bleeding into an apology?

The volk revisited
In 17 chapters and more than 650 pages of text, The Afrikaners chronicles
three and a half centuries of political history, highlighting in dense detail and
with careful documentation the fraught process of group formation and
collective political experience. Though not formally divided, the book can
be read in two parts. The first half traces the fate of Dutch-speaking white
(whitening?) people from Company settlement through to the early decades
of the twentieth century. The second half shifts its focus to the formation



91

Review Article

and development of apartheid and becomes quite noticeably focused on
Afrikaner intellectual debate. Here the documentary detail remains, yet is
marshalled more pointedly towards the problem of explaining apartheid, its
doctrinal development and its dismantlement.

While it is the latter part of the book that invites the most urgent debate,
it draws its argumentative force from the preceding twelve chapters. These
move over topical ground that is relatively familiar, charting the way
through violence on the frontier, slavery, migrations, formation of states,
war and industrialisation. In this account, Afrikaners are shown to be quite
as often caught up in deep rivalries of leadership and of split loyalties, as
they are unified by cultural, linguistic, or religious commonalities.

Giliomee identifies the ‘humble beginnings’ of Afrikaners in a rag-tag
collection of men hired by the Dutch East India Company as sailors and
soldiers who, given land to farm, come to gain a sense of their own interests
in seditious tension with their identities as Company burghers. From these
roots, the cultural lineage he traces is of white Dutch-speaking farm
households who would come to identify themselves and be identified as a
distinctive group. Unlike many accounts of this lineage, Giliomee’s does
not take its racialised character for granted. Because of decades of sexual
mixing between people of all colours and compounded by the slow arrival
of European women to the Cape, the factor of ‘whiteness’ within burgher
identity requires explanation. The racialised genealogy of Afrikaners was
a social and not biological effect – it emerged through ideological and legal
work, through formal exclusions related to laws of inheritance, through
economic practices related to slaveholding, as well as official religious and
social prescriptions. The relative power of European burgher women –
developed particularly with regard to property relations in marriage –
appears to have had an important impact in shaping the racialised character
of Afrikaner lineage. Afrikaner racial identity, indeed, is never securely
fixed in this story and, for example, Giliomee dwells on the public discussions
that cropped up about whether coloured Afrikaans-speakers should be
drawn formally into Afrikaner civic, if not community, life.

The connection between whiteness and lineage is just one example
indicating that some of the more pertinent battles relevant to the Afrikaner
story were located not in the political domain but in the private life of
households. Presumably because of the magnitude of his task to trace a
comprehensive political history, Giliomee leaves this angle of social history
disappointingly undeveloped. Surely it is in households where relations of
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gender, sexuality and race were materially constructed, and where something
that could be called Afrikaner culture developed? Surely it is in the
structures of patriarchal households on the frontier, on farms, in towns, with
the various forms of labour – slaves and wage-earners, and those in between
that were uniquely boer inventions – that we may get a thicker sense of this
group history? It rankles that the bulk of this volume is almost exclusively
the story of men largely abstracted from their gendered identities and private
lives. Giliomee’s narrative skims along a level that highlights the agency of
men in public life, both the ordinary men – for example, the Company sailors,
farmers, militias, slave owners, heads of households, anti-colonial fighters
– and also the leaders, the governors, the intellectuals. Women come into
this story infrequently, and generally to showcase their radical nationalistic
fervour: they are the most rugged survivalists on the treks and the most
adamant supporters of Boer militancy in the South African war. Giliomee
says that it was women who pushed their husbands, sons, and brothers back
into the war with the British during moments of hesitation. Beyond these
supportive roles, however, women do not feature at all. Nor is insight into
the domestic and private lives of ordinary Afrikaners, on farms or in working
class households, available.

This is significant, not (merely) for abstract feminist reasons, but because
it bears on Giliomee’s defining sense of what shapes ethnic identity and
agency. Without social history, the popular nature of responsibility for
apartheid (and, indeed, in earlier forms of segregation) cannot be adequately
considered. Giliomee’s organising argument, that the thread running through
Afrikaner history is a preoccupation with cultural and economic survival,
is never situated in the material realities of daily life. What did the need for
‘survival’ mean for ‘ordinary’ Afrikaners? How did it differ from how party
politicians and academics conceptualise it? Were they cynically manipulated
or transparently represented? The fact that we get very little sense of what
being an Afrikaner actually meant at the level of daily life (what it meant to
survive as an Afrikaner for different people in different contexts) weakens
the book’s central claim.

In the second part of this book, Giliomee offers his thesis that the role of
the Broederbond in bringing about the National Party victory in 1948 has
been overstated in most historical accounts. Accordingly, the formation of
apartheid and the nationalism driven by the 1938 commemoration of the
Great Trek were not the decisive factors in drawing together and mobilising
different constituencies of Afrikaner support. Rather, it was the growing
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nationalistic outrage at being subordinated to British interests and being
taken into World War II on a split vote that ‘[drew] together diverse people
in a powerful alliance: cultural nationalists seeking cultural autonomy,
farmers seeking labor, businessmen seeking investment capital and clients,
and workers seeking racial protection and opportunities for training’ (2003:
446). These diverse people, he claims, had in common the quest ‘to secure
Afrikaner political survival’. From this starting point Giliomee situates the
formation of apartheid as the ‘making of a radical survival plan’.

Here The Afrikaners becomes more instrumentally a book attempting to
deal with apartheid and the shadow of international condemnation faced by
Afrikaners. Giliomee delves into intellectual history and in this framework
apartheid appears as a strategic and rationally argued response to a particular
problem: the problem of ensuring the cultural survival of Afrikaners within
an ideal of justice (2003:461). Apartheid is examined from the perspective of
the intellectuals and politicians who argued about it, not from the angle of
the lived experience of ordinary people, black and white. While the realities
of political repression, exclusion and exploitation are unflinchingly
documented, Giliomee’s critical focus is on the doctrinal life of apartheid.
This is an important perspective, not least because it demonstrates that the
vision behind apartheid was by no means monolithic. Yet, again, stationed
at this high level we can get little sense of the broader social meaning of
these debates. The drama of apartheid’s formation becomes the story of
individuals within a moral narrative. Verwoerd himself is assigned a role
that lends far too much power to a single individual, as bullheaded and
brainy as he was. In terms of responsibility for apartheid, he is left with the
lion’s share. Certain voices, notably literary scholar and poet NP van Wyk
Louw, appear as oracles of ethical reason, tragically sidelined.

Motive and accountability
Giliomee rejects a class analysis of these events, particularly the thesis that
apartheid was a strategy for volkskapitalisme (O’Meara 1983). Yet, even
outside of a materialist perspective, it is difficult to see how, especially in
relation to the early post 1948 context, he does not view the survivalist
discourse as an ideological justification for apartheid. The book’s central
argument is premised on the validity of an ethnic concern for survival: the
Afrikaners were never numerically significant as a proportion of the
southern African population and Giliomee thinks that a collective will to
endure against various threatening forces provides an operating motive for
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much in the Afrikaner past. Most controversially he argues that both the
formation of apartheid and ultimate surrender to anti-apartheid forces were
motivated by the same survivalist ethic – the latter being a calculated move
to avoid Afrikaner national destruction.

When The Afrikaners was first published, it was reviewed in the Rapport
by Nico Smith, a NGK minister who titled his piece ‘Afrikaner struggle was
about domination, not survival’. He wrote:

Giliomee’s interpretation is linked to his point of departure, the
perspective that the history of the Afrikaner is a history of the struggle
for survival… Personally, I read in the history of the Afrikaners’
struggle for survival rather a struggle for domination…Giliomee has
with his research provided a remarkable contribution by providing a
true compendium of Afrikaners’ history but his perspective on this
history has done the Afrikaners no favour. On the contrary it gives
Afrikaners reason to continue living with the idea that they are still
caught in a struggle for survival and this is the last thing Afrikaners
need at the moment.1

Responses to this review were instructive. They reflected a spectrum of
political leanings, with Pieter Mulder of the Vryheidsfront Plus writing
from one end and left journalist Max du Preez from the other.2 Commentary
narrowed quickly into side taking on the question of whether it was survival
or domination that most accurately characterises the Afrikaner past. Yet,
survival and domination are inverse principles offered within a single,
problematic theory of social change. The one implies apology and the other
indictment, yet they similarly pivot around the questions of motive and
character. Such a framework attributes coherence and a fixedness to
collective ethnic subjectivity.

The comments in Rapport clearly were not about the past so much as the
future. Afrikaner identity today is open and dynamic, loosened both from
nationalistic dogma and state control. The Afrikaners is directed to a broad
readership, published first in English and appearing not only in academic
bookstores but as a featured item on bookseller shelves in malls and airports
around South Africa. In this capacity, it acknowledges a pervasive and
persistent curiosity about the ethnic group infamously bound up with
apartheid. Yet the book is also addressed to Afrikaans-speakers and the
Afrikaans language edition has been launched. The new South Africa has
not done away with national, ethnic or racial categories but rather has re-
valorised them in a new context, and Giliomee has taken hold of this space
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to offer a new foundational story for a group that, as he says, will never again
be in power. The Afrikaners itself is a monument against the loss of the
peoplehood it documents, a new foundational narrative for the process of
reforming a collective identity in the post-apartheid context. This one is not
a seamless romance, and it enables a much more inclusive reading of what
Afrikaans-speakers might share in the future, across racial and class divides.

Yet this comes at the expense of a more critical account of collective
agency and of apartheid itself. Giliomee’s use of ‘biography’ in his subtitle
further affirms the idea of that Afrikaner peoplehood is a protagonist with
a distinct personality, and the ability to reflect on experience and respond
(rationally or irrationally) to it. The text sometimes betrays the powerful
and problematic logic of this orientation. For example, in describing the
humiliations of Boer men on the frontiers by the British-controlled
government in the early nineteenth century, Giliomee writes that “[f]ears
that dated back to the Company era, of being back into government service
as sailors and soldiers, were rekindled” (2003:151). Obviously, the use of
word ‘rekindled’ is inappropriate here; while certain fears may be trans-
historical, those experiencing them are more specifically located. Historical
memory and group identity do not advance together in step with historical
time, but are formally created in specific moments, usually by nationalism
and its commemorative ceremonies (Connerton 1989).

Because Giliomee’s conception of historical agency is so closely linked
to ethnic subjectivity, The Afrikaners cannot challenge the idea that
explanations for apartheid are located in Afrikanerness. Rather, it seems to
confirm that a moral burden lies with Afrikaners as a people, and that little
else need be explored with regard to the problem of organised guilt and
universal responsibility. Giliomee finds himself trapped in a charged,
moralistic framework and, with his aim to generate some understanding
(and perhaps sympathy) with Afrikaners as to ‘their’ specific reasons for
apartheid, his tone is ultimately defensive rather than inquisitive. In the end,
what Giliomee provides us with is not an explanation so much as a detailed,
historical rationale.

In some ways this is tragic, and it robs his readership of the chance to
reflect on the more complex nature of apartheid and its broader significance
for modern and post-colonial societies. With reference to the Holocaust,
Bauman describes the ‘gnawing suspicion that…[it] was not an antithesis of
modern civilisation and everything (or so we like to think) it stands for. We
suspect … that the Holocaust could merely have uncovered another face of
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modern society whose other, more familiar, face we so admire’ (Baumann
2000:7). That ‘other’ face of modern society is surely visible in the
development of a systematic racial project like apartheid. If this is so, then
(as Arendt eloquently argues) it should at all costs not be attributed an
ethnic or national character but rather be conveyed to us as our own, human
predicament, urging on our quest better to understand the social processes
and structures that organise life in the post-colonial, modern world.

Notes
1. Nico Smith ‘Afrikanerstryd was oor oorheersing, nié oorlewing’. Rapport.

November 30, 2003.

2. Responses were published in the Rapport on December 7, 2003.
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