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Colonialism (and apartheid) had two contradictory
consequences. On the one hand, through rigid legislation,
colonialism fragmented people into racial, 'tribal' and
'national' groups defined around fossilised or reified
notions of 'cultural diversity' and difference. In this sense,
the birth of 'cultural diversity' in Africa must be understood
with reference to the colonial project. On the other hand,
colonialism brought together different ethno-linguistic
groups who increasingly developed a sense of togetherness
around the experience of colonial oppression. As such,
colonialism can be conceptualised as having had both
integrative and dissipative effects.
Against this background, if difference and diversity
remain important and to some extent central to South
African democracy, a critical question arises as to whether
notions of difference and diversity should lead to strategies
which reinforce centripetal rather than centrifugal, or
converging rather than diverging tendencies. If, given the
peculiarity of our history, this is the case, how do we best
understand the nature, place, and role of difference or
diversity in building democracy in South Africa at large and
in higher education in particular? Further, how do we draw
on difference and diversity to build unity within a
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democratic framework? These questions point to the need
for a re-conceptualisation of diversity in South Africa. In
this paper, we attempt to address these questions by
engaging critically with prevailing theorisation of 'cultural
diversity' and identity construction. This may shed light on
the possibilities and limits of diversity in the context of
transformation and democracy building in South Africa.

Colonialism
and diversity

While the media attributes Africa's plight to inter-ethnic
hostility, it fails to mention that these ethnic differences are
almost always politically constructed, acting as agents of
accumulation, both of wealth and political power.
Mamdani's analysis of state formation in Africa is revealing
in this regard. For him, the colonial process produced, on
the one hand, the legal state as a racialised entity under the
control of Europeans and, on the other hand, the customary
native power structures in a form of institutionalised
ethnicity, an ethnic/tribal identity (Mamdani 1996). The
unity of the former and the fragmentation of the latter were
essential mechanisms of control. Membership of the tribes
was decided administratively, and this determined access to
resources like land, protection, and even marriage.
After independence, the new nationalist elite deracialised the legal state, but kept in place the fragmented,
ethnicised customary state, reproducing a 'bifurcated state',
which inhibits the formation of effective democratic
constituencies and limits processes of democratisation.
Ethnicity remained the main avenue to access the state
control over resources (Castells 1998: 107). While the state
remained ethnicised, it did not become nationalised. The
short history of African nation-states, built on historically
shaky ground, shows the undermining of nations and
nationalism as a basis for legitimacy, and as a relevant unit
for development (Castells 1998: 112). This is in sharp contrast to the Asian Pacific countries which, though consisting
of a multitude of tribes and languages, were able to mobilise
themselves into nation-states, under authoritarian rulers,
around developmental goals, on the basis of a strong
national identity.
For Mamdani (1996), South Africa is not an exception
to the rule in Africa. Colonial conquest in South Africa had
two contradictory consequences. It brought together
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logic of difference
and the logic of
equivalence
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different racial and ethnic communities into a nation-state
while simultaneously putting in place strategies and laws to
prevent the unity of these communities into a nation.
Racial, ethnic, cultural, gender, and numerous other kinds
of divides were enforced during Dutch colonisation and
magnified under British rule. It was, however, the Afrikaner
nationalists with their white supremacy who established the
system of apartheid, which consolidated and perpetuated
the legacy of inequality, disparity, and poverty. These disparities were reinforced by policies, practices, and an enormous body of legislation that governed the way in which
people led their lives. Legislation regulated fundamental
rights of people 'from the cradle to the grave'. It defined
how children were identified, where they were born, what
type of education they received. When they became adults,
it similarly regulated whom they married, where they lived,
where they worked, whether or not they could own
property, whom they could associate with, and whether or
not they could join political parties.
Regulation of rights was accompanied by a cultural
discourse emphasising cultural difference through which
dominant groups identified themselves in relation to all
other identity groups and portrayed the social and cultural
life of subordinate groups. Norval (1993: 8) explains this in
terms of what she calls the logic of difference and the logic
of equivalence. In terms of the logic of difference, each
group or social identity was portrayed as being culturally
different from the other and as occupying a specified place
in the social hierarchy (e.g. Afrikaner, English and Zulu
identities). Identity frontiers were defined in purely relational and non-conflicting terms, as a consequence of
natural 'cultural diversity' between social groups, while the
relations of power and inequalities which underpinned this
diversity were systematically played down. The fact that
some groups were not only different from others but were
constituted as different as a mechanism of exclusion and
domination was concealed. The logic of difference justified
the politics of separation, differential treatment in human
rights and citizenship. In terms of the logic of equivalence,
the other was portrayed as a threat (e.g. the notion of 'swart
gevaar' - black danger - introduced by Malan in the 1948
election; the idea of 'total onslaught'; the notion of
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opposition as equivalent to communism or revolution). The
distinctiveness of South African 'cultural diversity' in the
minds of apartheid officials was captured by WW Eiselen
(1969: 18), an important apartheid ideologue, in the
following metaphor:
It is in fact a reiteration of what Aggrey expressed so
forcefully in his well-known comparison of multi-racial
America with a piano on which you could produce music
of sorts by playing either on the white keys only or on the
black keys only but that to produce worthwhile music
you had to make use of both. Now the piano is construed
as an entity and whether you touch a white key or a black
key you always strike a chord properly aligned to fit into
one and the same scale of musical values, the colour and
the level of the keys are there to aid the performer and are
no indication of a significant difference. This may be
perfectly true of the American people also where, if you
pick a black or a white man, you find basically the same
American language, culture and way of life underneath
the different colour of skin. In South Africa conditions are
entirely different. There your piano simile falls flat
because in this instance you would have to demonstrate
that good music cannot be produced unless you strike the
keys of a piano and those of a marimba simultaneously,
and that, I think, would not be a success.
H o w do we address the legacy of 'cultural diversity' under
the new dispensation? At the 1997 conference of the
African National Congress, Pallo Jordan (1997: 10) asked:
'Is there a national question in post- apartheid South
Africa?' An easy answer for Jordan could have been no,
because racism is no longer institutionalised, all South
Africans have the franchise and we have a constitution that
protects human rights. In the same document, Jordan
provides a more nuanced response:
... no one can pretend that South Africans share a
common patriotism and a common vision of the future.
Ours is still a highly racialised society and since the 1970s
racism has been amplified with a sharpening of ethnic
attitudes. [The] driving force behind this ethnic consciousness is competition with fellow blacks over scarce
resources.
The unifying view that Jordan (1997: 11) proposes is one
'rooted in the universalist, liberatory outlook of modernity
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and the realities and imperatives of South Africans of all
races sharing a common, territory'. The basis for this
common nationhood is non-racialism, non-ethnicism, and
the radical restructuring of the economy so as to destroy the
material basis of the white racist power structure. The
radical economics aside, this proposal must come as
something of a surprise to advocates of a multicultural
society in a globalising world. Could it be that South
Africans like Jordan are simply ignorant of the dominant
multicultural temper of the global debate? We suggest an
answer to this question below.

The new
legislative
framework

The negotiated settlement that led to South Africa's first
democratic election in 1994 ushered in a new vision, as well
as a multitude of new legislation and policy aimed at
bringing about social and economic transformation and
laying the foundations for democratisation. The new vision
was outlined by President Nelson Mandela in September
1997 as follows:
As peace and security are established we will embark
upon nation building. We are a single country, with a
single economy functioning within a constitutional
framework that establishes provincial and local powers,
respect and protection for minorities, and a process to
accommodate those wishing to retain their cultural
identity. It is on this basis of our unity and diversity that
we will consolidate our National Sovereignty.
The centrepieces of the new legislative framework are the
New Constitution, the Labour Relations Act, and the Bill
on Employment Equity. The broad aim of the Constitution
is to create and nurture a non-racial, non-sexist, nondiscriminatory country where all in the land can recognise
each other's differences while at the same time live in peace
and harmony. More specifically, the principles and values
entrenched in the new Constitution are: (i) to recognise that
South Africa belongs to all who live in it; (ii) to heal the
divisions of the past and establish a society based on
democratic values, social justice, and fundamental human
rights; (iii) to lay the foundations for a democratic and open
society in which government is based on the will of the
people and every citizen is equally protected by the law; (iv)
to improve the quality of life of all citizens and free the
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potential of each person; and (v) to build a united and
democratic South Africa able to take its rightful place as a
sovereign state in the family of nations.
In contrast to the past racially differentiated rights, the
Constitution recognises the right to equality between all
human beings regardless of any distinction or difference:
'Everyone is equal before the law and has the right to equal
protection and benefit of the law' (Section 9.1). Departing
from most other bills of rights in the world, redress policies
or affirmative action are afforded constitutional protection
as mechanisms for promoting equality defined as 'the
full and equal enjoyment of all rights and freedoms'
(Section 9.2).
The Constitution gives no room to any form of
discrimination, which by implication promotes a full
recognition of diversity: 'The State may not unfairly
discriminate directly or indirectly against anyone on one or
more grounds, including race, gender, sex, pregnancy,
marital status, ethnic or social origin, colour, sexual
orientation, age, disability, religion, conscience, belief,
culture, language, and birth' (Section 9.3). For this purpose,
national legislation must be enacted to promote the achievement of equality and prevent or prohibit unfair discrimination. The Constitution as an instrument of law does
not however have an a priori definition of diversity or
difference. This is dealt with through interpretation and
practice of law.

The Labour Relations Act (1995) specifies the main
types of disputes that could be considered unfairtype
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provision for eradication of unfair discrimination of any
kind in hiring, promotion, training, pay, benefits, and
retrenchment. It introduces measures to encourage
employers to remove unjustified barriers to employment for
all South Africans, and to accelerate training and
promotion for individuals from historically disadvantaged
groups. It makes provision for the establishment, by
government, of institutions to support, monitor, and
enforce planning requirements, resolve disputes, and
introduce sanctions and incentives.
The State has also introduced various institutions to
deal with, amongst others, issues of diversity and the
enforcement of human rights. These include the Constitutional Court, the Human Rights Commission (HRC), and
the Commission for Gender Equity. The Constitutional
Court intervenes in all constitutional matters involving the
interpretation, protection, and enforcement of the Constitution. The H R C investigates human rights violations and
monitors how the government promotes and protects
human rights. It ensures that the rights of cultural, religious
and linguistic communities are respected, and promotes
peace, friendship, tolerance, and national unity amongst
these communities. The Commission for Gender Equity is
How these
institutions will
interpret diversity
will become critical
to the way in
which South Africa
addresses the
question of
diversity, equity,
and social justice.

intended to protect people (women in particular) who have
been discriminated against on the ground of gender. H o w
these institutions will interpret diversity will become critical
to the way in which South Africa addresses the question of
diversity, equity, and social justice.
In reviewing this body of legislation, we have
considered of the utmost importance the fact that South
Africa should not repeat history, and must not devise
strategies that will reinforce social fragmentation. In this
sense, the new legislative framework has gone a long way to
set the principles and values for an enabling environment
and represents an indispensable step for democratisation.
More precisely, it marks the end or abolition of racially
defined rights and ethnically defined areas of residence. Its
effectiveness, however, must be judged on the one hand
with reference to the politics of reconciliation with policies
which have to contend with past legacies as well as
competing interests in the present; and on the othe
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the tension between the human rights foundations of the
Constitution and the concessions made to the right-wing
groupings, referred to by Alexander (1997: 2) as the
'constitutionalisation of ethnic politics in the post-apartheid
dispensation'. For some analysts, there seems to be also a
tension between the idealistic notion of a single humanity
(everyone is equal before the law) vis-a-vis human distinctiveness and difference (to advance particular categories
of persons). H o w should this tension be considered and
dealt with?

The meaning
of diversity

The received wisdom of our time has it that the
homogenising forward rush of modernity has been partly
halted, partly derailed, by a series of changes in technology,
in production regimes, in politics, and in cultural and
personal life; that these changes have uncoupled the
accumulated hierarchies of modernity to let loose a joyous
babel of cultural voices, some new, some released from the
bondage of silence in the shadow of dominant culture. This
new plenitude of diversity is overwhelmingly seen as a
cultural diversity, and social analysts who grapple with the
phenomenon conventionally set up the primary issue as
follows: how do we deal with the issue of social or national
solidarity or cohesion in a time of proliferating sub-national
cultural solidarities, however liberating and exhilarating
they may be?
From here on, the narrative is set in an ever-narrowing
frame with diminishing alternatives. Most analysts try to
avoid the position of those who celebrate unrestrained
cultural diversity and who reject all traditional unifying
narratives altogether. The opposite excess, namely trying to
invent a new commodious cultural category, usually 'South
Africanism', may be seductive, but is not a serious
contender except for those who do not mind being seen as
cultural engineers. Why is it not a serious contender?
Because most analysts realise that the problem is caused by
the weakening of national solidarities, and simply inventing
new ones will not automatically avoid this difficulty unless
'South Africanism' is defined in such an all-inclusive and
pan-tolerant way that all diversities are accommodated,
which merely begs the question. A brief review of similar
projects in South African history highlights the difficulties
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of an inclusive South Africanism.
Milner (1907-1912) hoped to to build an imagined
white South African nation by uniting Afrikaners and the
English into a 'white volk' while marginalising blacks from
mainstream political, economic, and social life. This project
came under fire from Afrikaner nationalists, let alone the
African majority. Soon after the proclamation of Union
(1910), Smuts showed commitment to a new and broader
South Africanism, based on the holistic idea of a white
South Africa to be achieved through the mechanism of
'conciliation' and common citizenship among whites. This
meant 'to do away with sectional differences and divisions'
and 'to combine the whole of the white population of the
country in a common system' as illustrated by the
cosmopolitan integration of the United States, 'to foster an
indigenous native culture or system of cultures, and to cease
to force the African into alien European moulds' (quoted in
Cross 1997: 4). In response Hertzog, the leader of the
Liberal Party during the 1930s, proposed what came to be
known as 'two streams' South Africanism, which would
unite the English and Afrikaner populations, while
preserving their linguistic and cultural identities. He
considered two separate and distinct wholes, Afrikaners
and English, moving to a situation where the articulation
between them would be more or less equal in status and
stature, without demanding their disintegration. This is
how he described himself: 'I am for Holism; indeed I am an
adherent of Holism; in this matter I am a follower of Smuts;
but you cannot have European "holism" until the separate
units, now in conflict, are themselves "wholes", relative to
other "wholes'" (quoted in Calpin 1946: 386). Some might
mischievously wonder how different this kind of South
Africanism is from that elaborated in our Constitution.
Later proposals for a multiracial model by the Progressive Party and Liberal Party were rejected, and the
Afrikaner nationalist idea of a multinational South Africa
prevailed until the 1980s, when the liberal wing of the
National Party led by De Klerk attempted to reformulate
Afrikaner nationalism within a New South Africanism,
which would accommodate both blacks and whites and
preserve Afrikaner cultural identity by affording
recognition to 'cultural diversity'. This effort also failed, as
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we now know. In short, efforts to build 'South Africanism'
have so far failed. What the implications are, however, are
far from clear.
To return to our argument, we may all agree with
Gayatri Spivak (1990) that what we have in common is that
we are all different, but this names the problem, not the
solution. The judicious analyst is left in a rather narrow
middle passage, having to argue for some form of stronger
or weaker - usually weaker - national solidarity to offset
the flowering of cultural diversities, welcome or otherwise
according to inclination. The educational equivalents are
some or other form of multiculturalism, leavened to a
greater or lesser extent by core or common values (like
'tolerance') which have a seemingly hopeless task to stitch
together all the self-differentiating sensitivities in such a
way that a minimal collective bond may result.
This picture of the received wisdom depicted above
depends critically upon seeing the new visibility of diversity
as an essentially cultural phenomenon. Diversity in this
understanding is always cultural diversity, and given that,
the solution must somehow ineluctably also be a cultural
one. It is easy to see why this understanding presents itself
as so 'obvious': the recognition of diversity brings to
visibility the creative meaning-making activity of large
sectors of the populace, and as a collective phenomenon,
the term 'culture' comes easily to hand. But obvious
solutions have their limits. A particularly crisp account of
these has been given by Appiah.

'The multiculturalist misunderstanding'

Appiah (1997) has recently cast an appraising gaze upon
the 'multicultural debate' in the United States and has
questioned whether the diversity presumed by the
multiculturalist solution is really cultural. In his estimation,
Americans are living in a time of marked cultural
convergence, not divergence. Recalling a time when 'the
idea of somebody's culture really [did] explain something'
(Appiah 1997: 30), he conjures up the era of the new
immigrant communities with their different languages,
religions, cuisines, indeed entirely different ways of life.
Nowadays, he says, it is not only the Italians who eat
Italian, the Jews who go to shul, and the Irish who march
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whether there isn't
a connection
between the
thinning of the
cultural content of
identities and the
rising stridency of
their claims

in the St Patrick's Day parade. The encompassing cultural
environment of an earlier time, that constructed,
constituted, and reproduced persons as coherent cultural
entities, has all but gone. Pockets of old-time ethnic culture
are naturally still to be found, but for an increasing number
of young Americans, cultural tastes, beliefs, and practices
have become uncoupled from their enclosure in whole
cultures and are now increasingly available to all Americans
as cultural resources to be chosen and consciously adopted,
not as attributes prescribed by cultural edict.
Appiah (1997: 32) concludes from this that we would
be far better off talking about diversity of identities rather
than of cultures, that as cultures 'thin out', nostalgia too
often kicks in, and he speculates provocatively: 'You may
wonder, in fact, whether there isn't a connection between
the thinning of the cultural content of identities and the
rising stridency of their claims.' And if it is a diversity of
identities, not of cultures, that lies ahead, then the multicultural route in education, at least in its strong or 'illiberal'
form is profoundly mistaken. Identity politics is about
respect and recognition, not about cultural content:
... surely we don't have to teach black literature to show
African-American students that we respect them or to
teach non-black students a proper respect for their
African-American peers. For that purpose The Tempest,
imaginatively taught, can do just as well as, if not better
than, The Colour Purple (and a good deal better than The
Colour Purple taught in the wrong way). (Appiah 1997:
33)
In short, if 'culture' is the wrong qualifier for contemporary
diversity, then multiculturalism is the wrong answer to its
challenge. As Wrong (1997) has indicated:
The rise of multiculturalism as an ideology has largely
occurred because of the decline of the American left and
because multiculturalism's accompanying politics allows
individuals to find an identity and community in smaller
groups that are missing as a whole. Moreover,
multiculturalism is unlikely to transform American
society or even endure as a major ideological theme much
longer, because society is becoming more uniform, due to
increasing urbanisation and sub-urbanisation and the
pervasive influence of the mass media.
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An even m o r e h a r s h p o s i t i o n is t a k e n by Z i z e k ( 1 9 9 7 : 44)
w h o argues t h a t :
The ideal form of ideology of this global capitalism is
multiculturalism, the attitude which, from a kind of
empty global position, treats each local culture the way
the coloniser treats colonised people as 'natives' whose
mores are to be carefully studied and 'respected'. That is
to say, the relationship between traditional imperialist
colonialism and global capitalist self-colonisation is
exactly the same as the relationship between Western
cultural imperialism and multiculturalism: in the same
way that global capitalism involves the paradox of
colonisation without the colonising Nation-State metropolis, multiculturalism involves patronising Eurocentrist
distance and/or respect for local cultures without roots in
one's own particular culture. In other words, multiculturalism is a disavowed, inverted, self-referential form
of racism, a 'racism with a distance' - it 'respects' the
Other's identity, conceiving the Other as a self-enclosed
'authentic' community towards which he, the multiculturalist, maintains a distance rendered possible by his
privileged universal position. Multiculturalism is a racism
which empties its own position of all positive content (the
multi-culturalist is not a direct racist, he doesn't oppose to
the Other the particular values of his own culture), but
nonetheless retains this position as the privileged empty
point of universality from which one is able to appreciate
(and depreciate) properly other particular cultures - the
multiculturist respect for the Other's specificity is the very
form of asserting one's own superiority.
C o m p a r e d t o A p p i a h a n d W r o n g ' s descriptions o f the
U n i t e d States, S o u t h Africa m a y be a n o t h e r kettle of fish. It
c o u l d be a r g u e d t h a t old-time cultures are still p o t e n t
shapers of identity, at least in s o m e p a r t s of the country.
O u r rich i n d i g e n o u s linguistic diversity also m a r k s us off
from t h e U n i t e d States. Still, w e s h o u l d n o t b e blind t o t h e
convergences. A large majority of the S o u t h African
p o p u l a t i o n w o u l d call themselves C h r i s t i a n , for e x a m p l e :
p r o b a b l y an even larger majority of p a r e n t s w a n t their
children schooled in English. Styles there surely a r e , b u t
distinctively cultural or ethnic w a y s of dress are h a r d to find
(ritual occasions excepted).
Against this b a c k g r o u n d , a direct c o r r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n
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'culture' and identity formation or, in other words, the
assumption that an individual's actions or subjectivity could
be seen as directly shaped by, relative to, and determined by
their previous acculturation, must be taken with caution.
Identifying the subjectivities represented in discourse and/or
cultural rituals and routines is not sufficient to account for
actions and identities assumed by individuals or collectivities. As O'Meara (1997: 5) points out:

The mere representation of subjectivity in discourse is
taken as sufficient to explain identity. This form of analysis simply does not even pose the crucial questions of why
and how such representations eventually triumphed over
others, nor the equally significant question of the process
through which ideas and representations promulgated by
specific groups of people are eventually wholly or
partially assimilated (or not) by much larger and highly
differentiated groups ofTj0 Tj1 00 Tc(s) Tj1.762 Tf30.136 488.880
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easily strangle the promise of the new South Africa unless
we begin to teach people that it is not 'cultures', or
'languages', or 'racial groups', etc., that are the basis of
our social behaviour but the practices and the beliefs that
are associated with these phenomena. In other words, it is
more likely that people will become amenable to
transformation if they realise that it is these customs and
beliefs that have to change or that are changing, rather
than that they have to jettison some imagined comfort
zone which they call their 'culture'.
The conceptual shift in the consideration of diversity - from
culture to identity - resonates in interesting and fruitful
ways with an influential set of diagnoses of late modern
society put forward by Beck, Giddens and Lasch (1994) and
others. These similarly begin with the way that the
traditional cultures that used to provide unambiguous and
stable resources for identity construction have become
weakened, and identities have become disembedded. The
new stress on diversity then becomes the watchword for a
far more conscious attempt to re-embed identity in a stable
field by assembling and appropriating resources from
wherever possible. There are many ways to discuss identity
stabilisation in a field of weakened cultural solidity. In what
follows, we shall principally draw on the analysis of
Bernstein and Castells to explore the question of identity
stabilisation in a time of identity proliferation and
disembedding.

Strategies

of

identity
Stabilisation

Basil Bernstein (1997) provides a clarifying model for the
three new types of identity strategies for appropriating
resources which emerge under conditions of disembedding.
They can best be distinguished by the temporal location of
the resources:
•
•

•

a decentred identity strategy constructed on the basis of
local resources oriented to the present;
a retrospective (centring) identity strategy, appropriating narratives of the past to provide belonging and
coherence; and
a prospective (re-centring) identity strategy which uses
future-oriented narratives of becoming to construct a
new basis for social belonging.
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Bernstein sharpens the analysis by distinguishing two subtypes within each of the first two types. Decentred presentoriented identity can be either instrumental (projected into
market signifiers) or therapeutic (introjected into the self
who becomes the project and organising core of the
identity). Although these sub-types are essentially different,
even antagonistic, it is still true that for both, the past offers
no necessary guide to the present or future. They are open
strategies, and prone to instability under resource-poor
conditions. Retrospective identity likewise can be either
elitist (an exclusive focus on the past cultural resources of
high culture) or fundamentalist (which, whether religious,
nationalist or populist, all provide consuming, unambiguous stable collective bases). Here too, whilst these
sub-types are similarly oriented, they are in fact opposed to
each other as strategies in the identity field.
Prospective identities, using new collective bases like
gender, environment, and region construct a future destiny
for the collective as defined by the identity. Prospective
identities are often launched and carried by social
movements. They can be 'evangelist and confrontational'
and they have strong schismatic tendencies (Bernstein 1997:
175). This is because, though the destiny may be consensual
(e.g. a 'green globe'; a 'non-patriarchal family'), there is
more than one path to the new future, and struggles always
emerge to define the canon, with heresies and expulsions
common, and a consequent refinement, and often
narrowing, of the definition of authentic membership.
This is a critical point. In our anxiety to latch onto
solutions, we may well be inclined to reject the decentred
'narcissists' and the retrospective 'nostalgics' and summarily put our money on the prospective strategy and seek
to foster it in the curriculum. Indeed, as we shall see,
Castells (1997) is of the view that social change will only
emerge from these quarters. But that change, even in the
name of a new purified and inclusive order, may not be
without social schism, as an analysis of its processes will
reveal. We intend for that reason to stay with the analysis
for a while longer before looking at the curriculum.
So far, then, our discussion has confined itself to a
model of forms of sociality and solidarity that emerge under
particular conditions of disembedding and cultural
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'thinning'. We will now broaden the analysis in one final
theoretical refocusing, by following the historical
sociological analysis of Castells (1997) as he tries to capture
both the historical specificity of disembedding, and the
global forms of resistance and re-embedding that seem to
him to be emerging in response, an analysis that conforms
quite closely to Bernstein's as we shall see.
Castells (1997: 358) in a far-reaching and on-going
work, is concerned with understanding the social and
material effects of globalisation. Its principal effect is to
turn the semi-insulated world society of nation-states into
an open network society, a society that exhibits a 'placeless
logic of space of (information) flows', where power is
exercised in and through the flows. It is not possible to do
justice to the theoretical and empirical richness of Castell's
project here. Suffice to say that he detects - like Appiah and
Wrong, but extended globally - a kind of global cosmopolitan cultural convergence. This is because globalisation
dissolves local autonomies, and networking and flexibility
blurs membership categories.
every individual in
the global world
partakes of both
the local and the
global

As we established at an earlier CHET forum (Muller
1997), every individual in the global world partakes of both
the local and the global, albeit highly unevenly. The
network society, however, creates a disjuncture between the
local and the global (Castells 1997: 11), so the only people
able to be at home in a non-dominated way in convergent
cosmopolitan culture are those whom Castells calls the
'elite' - the l/5th society. These are people who have the
material resources to pursue de-centred identities
successfully and fruitfully in network flows. The remaining
4/5ths are increasingly dislocated by the network society.
Their only recourse is a direct defensive resistance identity,
and less often, a project identity, which he conceives in
similar manner to Bernstein's retrospective and prospective
identities. What Castells adds here is to conceive of the
retrospective, and some of the prospective, strategies as
reactive attempts to re-centre identity in a new local territory, with new local icons and guarantees. For Castells,
project identities grow out of resistance identities: both are
conscious reactions and resistances against the delegitimation by the network society of old culturally-grounded
identity formations, with feminism and environmentalism
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at the proactive end of the resistance continuum that
includes fundamentalists and anarchists of all stripes at the
other end. "Whether we like it or not, says Castells (1997:
361), this is our future: 'ecologists, feminists, religious fundamentalists, nationalists, and localists - are the potential
subjects [of change] of the Information Age'.
States are caught in the following bind in the global
economy: the more they struggle to win in the global
system, the more they face away from their people; the
more they attend to their people, the less well they do
globally:
The more states emphasise communalism, the less
effective they become as co-agents of a global system of
shared power. The more they triumph in the planetary
scene, in close partnership with the agents of globalisation, the less they represent their national constituencies.
End of millennium politics, almost everywhere in the
world, is dominated by this fundamental contradiction.
(Castells 1997: 308)
Two issues with serious implications for unity emerge
starkly from this discussion. The first is the state's dilemma:
a state choosing competitiveness must necessarily neglect
communication and unity. This neglect is structural. For
example, while South Africa pursues the Growth and
Economic Reconstruction policy (correctly in our view), it
may simultaneously wish or intend to announce a
programme of nation-building, but this can only be
rhetorical since the global competitiveness strategy must
produce differentiations, and resistances, which will
undermine any 'thick' notion of nation. Conversely, a state
that is oriented directly towards unity will find itself
without the wherewithal to pursue it. The poorer the
country, the crueller this paradox, since no matter how
humane a state may wish to be, its relative powerlessness in
the global power structure and its lack of resources will
severely limit its communitarian aspirations and efforts.
The second issue that emerges from the discussion is
that 'the potential subjects of change of the Information
Age', the prospective/project identities of the new social
movements are, according to Bernstein (1997), subject to
schism and to progressively attenuated definitions of
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authentic subjecthood. Seen from the perspective of a more
generous notion of social solidarity, this represents a
'shrinking of the moral imagination' as Bernstein (1997:
176) says, which is hardly a base from which to build unity
across diverse identities. But then neither is retrospective/resistance identity, whose collective stereotyping,
again seen from the point of view of unity and solidarity,
represents an 'eroding' of the moral imagination (Bernstein
1997: 178). The prospects for unity from an analysis of
identity diversity, then, can hardly be said to be good. But
they are not impossible, as we shall see.

Common
culture or
common
identity?

multiculturalism is
the legitimating
ideology of the
network society

Let us return to the culturalist perspective on diversity for a
moment. As we saw above, the cultural view of the new
diversity by and large approves of multiplicity and opposes
forms of cultural unity on moral and political grounds.
Hence 'voice' as the self-representation of situated
singularity is the favoured mode of public address: '... unlike the decontextualised subject of the enlightenment, the
subject is now no longer anonymous but eloquent in a new
contextualising' (Bernstein 1997: 176). Similarly, on the
educational front, multiculturalism is a mode of curriculum
presentation that espouses cultural autonomy (or separateness) as an intrinsic moral good. As Appiah remarks,
multiculturalism is an anti-assimilationist pedagogy; it was
constructed both to reflect and to fight for non-assimilation
into a larger cultural collectivity - the 'melting pot', as the
original American assimilationist ideal had it. As such, it is
a particularly poor vehicle for ideals of unity, indeed, it may
be said to be unity's antithesis. Any notion of citizenship
built on a multicultural foundation can therefore be
expected to be a 'thin' one, with very little in the way of
organically shared values to stabilise the new flux of
disembedded identities. Rather, in its weak form it seems to
have an elective affinity with the de-centred identities that
are the privileged nodes of network society, and in its strong
or 'illiberal' form, with the neo-tribal (Maffesoli 1996)
resistance and project identities that constitute its dark side.
Perhaps multiculturalism is the legitimating ideology of the
network society.
Citizenship under such circumstances can only be built
upon a procedural, rights-based notion of the citizen: if our
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A humane conception of citizenship
merely awaits the
instrument of a
curriculum for
common citizenship

cultural being is defined by difference, then what we have in
common is our humanity, and the human rights that protect
all occupants of the national territory. The pedagogical
equivalent would be a curriculum that teaches what rights
are, how they are protected, and contested. Unity is thus a
contractual and rational affair, only.
Unity and diversity look quite different from an identity
perspective. Since difference pertains here to identity, not to
culture, we are suddenly free to consider, as Appiah does,
that a good deal of the cultural sea we swim in, far from
being parcelled off into zero sum separate but equal bits, is
in fact common or at least convergent. The South African
nation, like the American nation, may well be not something we have to construct but something that is already
there, merely invisible because our perspective is disposed
to see difference in all things cultural. Unity may be something that is already latent and near to our grasp, something
we have simply to acknowledge, and make visible.
This is the spirit that lies behind Pallo Jordan's recent
paper: there are certain values we share because we have
striven for them for a long time. Certain sentiments are
inalienably ours, because they have emerged in the course of
a long and determined struggle. These values, as Jordan and
in another way Alexander see, are rooted in a humanistic
non-racial ethic. A humane conception of citizenship merely
awaits the instrument of a curriculum for common
citizenship to make these self-evident, and for an education
for citizenship to hold up this mirror to the nation.
This strategy depends optimally, of course, upon there
being, as part of this common citizenship, a notion of
respect and recognition for identities different to ours. This
is a feature that may be lacking not only in contemporary
South Africa but, as the analysis of identity formation in th
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ness among all South Africans; but unity which does not
emphasise cultural sameness or uniformity. In this sense,
commonality does not preclude difference. We also see
unity and diversity in a dialectical relationship, as
congruent and not contradictory. In other words, we
propose a different way of dealing with diversity, an
approach which emphasises identity rather than culture;
certainly not the past reified notions of culture. We have
suggested that people differ in different identities but have
access to and actually share culture(s). Unity conceptualised
with reference to this notion of diversity is certainly
different from the cultural construction of nationhood as
expressed in the slogan 'One Language, One Culture, One
Nation', which draws on the ghosts of South Africa's
conflicted history and reproduces past (cultural) narratives
of divergence, particularly ethnic legacies, which may lead
to schisms and conflict.

Higher
education and
democracy
building

A number of politicians and academics have recently argued
that higher education must promote democracy more
expressly. At the African Regional Consultation held in
Dakar in April 1997, the secretary general of Unesco,
Fredrico Mayor, repeatedly stressed to the heads of state the
importance of investing in higher education as part of
promoting peace and democracy and as an essential factor
in citizenship education. He emphasised that higher
education is an investment for world democracy that will
discourage ethnicity, racism, sexism, narrow nationalism,
and fundamentalism.
Guarasci and Cornwell (1997) suggest that, by
promoting critical skills and habits associated with liberal
arts education, higher education could play a role in
pursuing the objectives of democracy. Students could find
their own voices in a multicentric education that appreciates ambiguity, contradiction, and nuance, one which
prepares them to accept the coexistence of difference and
sameness. They describe a number of practical democracy
education programmes located in different kinds of learning
communities. They call for new definitions of democracy,
community and difference and suggest a 'wholly different
ideal of the democratic community in which difference and
connection can be held together yet understood to be at
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times
necessarily
separate,
paradoxical,
and
in
contradiction to one another' (Guarasci and Corn well
1997: 3).
Carol Schneider, President of the American Association
of Colleges and Universities, argues that the challenge that
universities face today is to expand their previous
intellectual pluralism to articulate an ethos of democratic
pluralism - a pluralism that grasps the role of human
connections across difference (Schneider 1997). She posits
that in South Africa, higher education needs to foster the
following types of learning:
•
•

•
•
•

cultural knowledge - knowledge of diverse cultural
encounters and cultural transformations;
power - knowledge of human projects to dominate
other humans, and the way oppressed groups
responded;
equality and justice - knowledge of democratic ideas
and principles (including constitutional principles);
self-knowledge - study of own cultural roots and
sources of identity; and
diversity and equality issues in the context of the chosen
field of study - a series of general courses, or core
curriculum, with awareness of diversity issues in prime
field of study (in South Africa core curricula across
institutions are not yet on the table as a curriculum
debate).

Rather boldly, Schneider (1997: 130) proposes that the goal
for the nation as a whole is 'to develop broad societal
knowledge of both South African diversity and of world
cultures so that the community collectively holds the crosscultural insight and competence required of a diverse
democracy and a world-based economy'.
While Frederico Mayor's plug for higher education is
most laudable in a general climate of scepticism of higher
education, he does not clarify why and how higher
education promotes democracy and tolerance - one
assumes that he regards those higher education institutions
that enthusiastically embrace less progressive causes a
minority. A problem with the demands for higher education
to promote democracy through knowledge and tolerance
for diversity is that they do not problematise diversity.
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Consequently higher education often ends up promoting
cultural differences, intentionally or unintentionally. It is
often assumed that the road to democracy and national
unity is through an acceptance of difference - any kind of
difference. The role of the curriculum as promoter of
democracy is overemphasised, which leaves out the
socialisation of students through more, or less, democratic
practices on campus.

Higher
education and
democracy
building in the
South African
context

In contrast to many other countries where the focus for
democracy education is on the curriculum, the new South
African policy framework for higher education emphasises
governance and institutional climate - in other words,
democratic practice. Its central aim is, firstly, to democratise
institutions as part of the broader democratisation of
society and, secondly, to produce 'socialised democratic
citizens', a process facilitated by structures such as
Institutional Transformation Forums and Student Services
Councils aimed at providing space for greater participation.
The Education White Paper (1997: 26) gets close to the
American sentiment that unity and democracy will
somehow emerge from greater tolerance in suggesting that
it is necessary to 'promote a campus environment that is
sensitive to racial and cultural diversity, through extracurricular activities that expose students to cultures and
traditions other than their own, and scholarly activities that
work towards this goal'. It recommends, among other
things, that higher education must 'support a democratic
ethos and a culture of human rights through educational
programmes conducive to a critically constructive civil
society, cultural tolerance, and a common commitment to a
humane, non-racist, and non-sexist social order' (Education
White Paper 1997: 4). It does not however (and should not)
suggest curriculum form or content. Instead, it establishes a
new framework for national qualifications to ensure quality
and greater responsiveness to social context and needs.
In practice, there seem to be mainly two types of
curriculum reform that offer possibilities for citizenship
education. First, some departments have been introducing
significant changes in the content and form of their courses
to accommodate issues of democracy, rights, and citizen-
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ship. Second, at institutional level, efforts have also been
made to reorganise traditional discipline-based courses into
'programmes' offering modules on issues relating to
citizenship (e.g. at the University of Cape Town, University
of the Witwatersrand, University of Natal, University of
Stellenbosch and University of Port Elizabeth). What is not
clear is how these institutions are dealing with issues of
culture, unity, and diversity in their curriculum, and what
their notions of citizenship are.
In a provocative article, Bernstein and Cock (1997)
argue that in older democracies, such as the United States,
higher education must help students overcome political
apathy, because citizenship has developed into a bland kind
of individual volunteerism. In younger democracies, such as
South Africa, higher education institutions must teach
students peaceful political and civic behaviour. The authors
recommend that students be instructed in 'four traits of
citizenship':
•
•
•
•

curriculum transformation in the
new global/local
order is not simply
about the insertion
of some local or
global content
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learning about themselves and gaining self-esteem;
engendering an empathy and respect for difference;
acquiring conflict resolution skills;
critical thinking and analysis of one's own position and
those of others (Bernstein and Cock 1997: 6).

Muller (1997: 181) asserts that the debate about curriculum
is at heart a debate about citizenship. The central question
in this regard is what citizenship is for, what kind of
citizenship would we ideally want, and what is historically
most appropriate for us. Muller does not answer these
questions. Instead, he highlights possible tensions in
addressing the questions, namely between the following
oppositions: cosmopolitan and local subjects; autonomy
and relevance; generic and specific discipline knowledge.
What is clear, however, is that 'curriculum transformation
in the new global/local order is not simply about the
insertion of some local or global content. It involves, on the
one hand, rethinking citizenship and the identity of the
learner, and, on the other, a careful understanding of the
way that knowledge is produced, organised and distributed'
(Muller 1997: 199). It is towards an answer to these
questions that the suggestions by Schneider, and Bernstein
and Cock cited above, should be seen.
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Problematising
democracybuilding and
diversity: why
aren't we all
democracy
builders now?

In South Africa and internationally, many higher education
institutions do not seem to be self-consciously and enthusiastically committed to promoting democracy and diversity. The reasons are complex but generally seem to be
related to the following factors:
•
•
•

loss of confidence in what counts as democracy;
loss of confidence in what counts as knowledge; and
loss of community (and by implication of citizenship) in
higher education itself.

In South Africa, the 'democratic revolution' brought about
a profound loss of certainty as to what democracy means in
higher education. As in Europe and the United States in the
late 1960s, the demand for participation by those previously excluded from the 'democratic collegiality' of senior
professors set up a tension between the hierarchy of
pedagogy (or knowledge) and the running of the institution.
In many cases, both senior professors and the management
used their knowledge authority to assert and defend their
control over all other aspects of the institution. The
challenge by students, workers, junior staff, and outside
communities for a voice about fees, salaries, and services
(and transformation itself) spilled over into contestations
about the curriculum. Struggles have emerged around
redress, who makes what decision, what knowledge for
who and by whom.
Like other civil society spheres, higher education faces
profound uncertainty. Internally, it faces an epistemological
crisis
in
knowledge
production
associated
with
postmodernism; externally, it has to grapple with the
increasing demands from the state and the market, and new
accountability and performance criteria (Barnett 1997). The
United States and Europe in the last decade have seen the
retreat of student participation in governance, and the
assertion of new managerialism as institutions respond to
issues such as financial constraints and demands for
accountability. In this situation, academics have conceded a
lot of power to management and many feel that they are no
longer part of a democratic institution. Rather, they seem to
be battling to assert control over an increasingly limited
sphere of knowledge of institutional life (Scott 1995).
The so-called Enlightenment project was based on an
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emancipatory ideal that promised that reason would be the
basis of individual autonomy within a democratic form of
society. It was the task of education to develop and spread
this rationality. Science became yoked to this ideal,
producing 'scientific men' and meta-discourses - at its best
seen as democracy that enshrines moral values such as
freedom, a belief in the autonomy of the individual and the
community, based on equality and justice. Within this
framework, education for a democratic society included
strong conceptions of truth and objectivity. Reality (not
rationality) was of course not entirely so rosy; metadiscourses dominated other discourses, stereotypical
rationality has come to be seen as male and European, and
local knowledges were excluded.
Postmodernity
deconstructed
dominant
grand
narratives and rejected universal and transcendental
foundations of knowledge, with the focus on discourse and
social-cultural locatedness (Barnett and Griffin 1997). In
the words of Lyotard (1984: 7), small narratives can
challenge dominant forms of power and uncover oppressive
practices hiding behind confident affirmations of progress.
Postmodern theory claims to respect the diversity of
cultures and identities of social actors, and resist the
imposition of universalising values and conceptions.
Postmodernism is thus, with relativism and multiculturalism, the dominant ideology of the network society.
The crisis in knowledge in higher education is less about
what texts to read, as right- and left-wing critics in the
United States seem to think, but more about how to read.
The consequence is that:
within the academy, broadly constituted, truth has been
reduced to mere discourses incommensurably jostling for
academic attention. The idea of 'science', robust
theoretical frameworks built on sustained empirical
inquiry, has been remorselessly deconstructed. The very
methodologies of truth-seeking have been called into
question, as well as their revisable results. Rigorous
critique has been replaced with lax reflexivity. (Scott
1997: 14)
A serious weakness of Postmodernity is that if there are no
universal truths, then many forms of bigotry, fanaticism,
and intolerance can flourish, thus undermining the very
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liberalness to which appeal is made in legitimising some
postmodernist stance. In a sobering analysis of the epoch
we are entering, Gray (1996: 40) asserts that:
there will be conflicts fuelled by militant religions,
resurgent ethnicities, and - an75f83d?5,
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knowledge and performance. Diversity, defined as culture,
will continue effectively to block a sober appreciation of
conditions for cultural convergence, on which the spiritual
survival of South Africa in all probability depends.
In conclusion, we have suggested a shift from a
conception of diversity as cultural, to diversity as rooted in
identity, which is more suited to the dynamics of identity
formation within the context of cosmopolitan cultural
convergence and globalisation. This re-conceptualisation of
diversity has the advantage of creating the possibility for
thinking communality. We do not have to wait for 'the
epicures of cultural difference to settle their differences' to
acknowledge that history has already made us more South
Africans than we may think. Respect and recognition of
identities different to ours may certainly result in
acknowledgement that unity is already a project in an
advanced stage. However, for this to happen, a curriculum
for common citizenship and sites for democratic practices
could be a central role for higher education in South
Africa's fledgling democratic project.
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