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AFRIKANER, NEVERTHELESS
Stigma, Shame, and the Sociology of  Cultural Trauma

Jacob R. Boersema

Afrikaner, Nevertheless reveals a people inextricably linked to a past that colors their 
present and future. In this study, Jacob R. Boersema traces the process of  moral transi-
tion through the distinctive voices of  diverse Afrikaners: adults and adolescents, the 
wealthy and lower middle class, men and women. Beginning with the upheavals caused 
by a young Afrikaner’s song, this portrait connects the conflicting emotions entangled 
in being Afrikaner after apartheid to the shifting positions of  Afrikaners in South 
Africa today. While Afrikaners individually and collectively encounter racial integration 
and eroding white privileges, we must listen carefully to the unique stories
they tell—their struggles provide insights for all of  us.
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Ik schreef dit boek met mijn ouders in gedachten— 
dat het gesprek zich voortzet— 

en draag het nu op aan mijn vrouw, Nathalie Le Du. 
  



 

  



 

To be called an Afrikaner is the beginning of a discussion, never the final 
word … It is a social birthmark. I am known by it and judged by it. In my 
experience of self, for as long as I am here, I must come to terms with the 
reality of being South African, African, Afrikaner and white.   

 
Frederick van Zyl Slabbert, 

 
Tough Choices: Reflections of an Afrikaner African  

 
 

And suddenly it is as if an undertow is taking me out…out… and out. And 
behind me sinks the country of my skull like a sheet in the dark – and I hear a 
thin song, hooves, hedges of venom, fever and destruction fermenting and 
hissing underwater. I shrink and prickle. Against. Against my blood and the 
heritage thereof. Will I forever be them – recognizing them as I do daily with 
my nostrils? Yes. And what we have done will never be undone. It does not 
matter what we do. What De Klerk does. Until the third and the fourth 
generation. 

 
Antjie Krog, 

 
Country of My Skull: Guilt, Sorrow, and the Limits of Forgiveness in the New South 

Africa 
 
 

The real project of democracy is neither to perfect agreement nor to find 
some proxy for it, but to maximize agreement while also attending to its dissonant 
remainders: disagreement, disappointment, resentment, and all the other 
byproducts of political loss.  

 
       Danielle S. Allen, 

  
Talking to Strangers: Anxieties of Citizenship since Brown v. Board of Education 
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Preface 

For this book I spent many hours with Afrikaners, listening to them, 
recording their words, and interpreting what they told me. I strived to do 
justice to the emotional depth of their challenges and turmoil, in part by 
taking their emotions theoretically more seriously than most sociologists 
might. This study shuns judgments about individual pathology and prejudice, 
because I wanted to get beyond the customary dismissals in academia of their 
race talk as racism and their whiteness as defense of privilege. The research 
was grounded in six case studies of three different institutions and more than 
100 interviews with Afrikaners who are young and old, male and female, rich 
and poor, progressive and conservative. Their descriptions, stories, and 
opinions are the basis of this book. My goal was to create a kind of map of 
the cultural and emotional landscape of Afrikaners after apartheid. I believe 
this book presents a map that is fair and balanced, while remaining critical. 

However, upon completing this book I realized (partly through questions 
from colleagues) that I had spent too little time writing about my own 
positionality and experience. Maybe because sociology does not share 
anthropology’s colonial legacy or because South African sociology has a long 
tradition of fighting against apartheid, I had not confronted this matter 
earlier. Therefore, I would like to address this issue here. The problem of 
power differences and positionality cannot be conveniently swept under the 
rug of the method section, as if the pretence of objectivity or empiricism 
solves the problem. 

In part, I chose not to include my voice directly in the text in order to 
inject as little of myself as possible in the Afrikaners’ narratives. Rather, in 
each chapter of this book, I portray how institutions shape the thoughts and 
feelings of Afrikaners after apartheid. I also had a pragmatic concern: There is 
only so much space in a book, and I wanted to let Afrikaners speak for 
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themselves. I don’t intent to imply that I was unaware of my role as 
interpreter but previous encounters with anthropologists and oral historians 
have made me weary of putting myself in the story.  Indeed, a colleague 
suggested I write an appendix on my “confrontation” with “racist” white 
South Africans, which confirmed my intuition that I must distance myself 
from contributing to sensationalism or stereotypes about Afrikaners. All these 
concerns of course do not mean I can pretend my account is objective. 

My encounters with Afrikaners led me to believe that my first 
responsibility as a researcher was to listen carefully and compassionately; 
many Afrikaners felt ignored and even disregarded. In the academic study of 
Afrikaners, there has been a wide gap between academic outsiders and 
Afrikaner intellectuals. Outsiders are often intrigued by this “white tribe” in 
Africa and focus on their aberrations and idiosyncrasies. However, Afrikaner 
intellectuals are hampered by concerns of intimacy and legitimacy. I hope I 
struck a balance between both approaches. As an academic outsider I worked 
hard to gain the confidence of Afrikaners, while always being open about my 
background, intentions, and opinions. I addressed the matter of trust 
explicitly in my methodology chapter. All Afrikaners cited in this book 
bestowed their faith in me, and I worked tirelessly to honor that trust in my 
writing. 

The end of Afrikaner nationalism and apartheid brought a period of great 
uncertainty. Afrikaners had to find their footing in the new desegregated 
world through a process of questioning and searching with conflicted 
feelings. I sought to understand how anxiety, anger, shame, and resentment 
impede tolerance and change. Some of the interviews were conducted in 
English but most were carried out in the Afrikaners’ native tongue, Afrikaans. 
As a Dutch academic, I studied Afrikaans diligently, but my understanding of 
it is not perfect. However, my Afrikaans was good enough to converse with 
Afrikaners in their mother tongue and preferable to both of us speaking a 
foreign tongue. Speaking and understanding the language also helped me 
grasp the cultural context and nuances, as well as the emotional undertones. 
The translation of the Afrikaans is my own, and due to space constraints I 
had to cut the Afrikaans footnotes. 

At the heart of this study is a desire to give voice to a group of distinct 
individuals that we know very little about beyond the traditional macro-
narratives about the South African transition. Nevertheless, as a qualitative 
researcher, I chose one story line over another and included some quotes 
while leaving out others. Some may conclude that I have sided with the 
interests of Afrikaners who are fearful about crime, poverty, and racial 
turmoil in South Africa. Others may deduce that Afrikaners are obsessed by 
race and ignorant of black, poor people, or may accuse me of being an 
outsider who is holding up Afrikaners as an object of ridicule. None of these 
interpretations is my intention. 
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My interest in the Afrikaners was triggered by the hopeful moral promise 
of the democratic transition. Change was possible, it seemed, and I was 
curious about how people are able to change their often deep-seated 
convictions—sociologically and psychologically. However, my general 
scholarly and sociological interest in identity change is also more specific and 
personal: As a white, male, upper class Dutch researcher, I am aware of my 
country’s long colonial history and its continued struggle with racism and 
Islamophobia. I do not see Afrikaners as the exotic last “colonial whites” nor 
do I want to use them as a foil to project Europe’s racism and colonial guilt. I 
see Afrikaners as a unique but penetrating example of similar struggles 
around the world to confront the legacy of colonialism and white supremacy.  

Afrikaners are unique in that they must confront the racism in their 
language and thought, and must learn to live without the sense of entitlement 
to white privilege. Afrikaners are forced to change, and the consequences of 
this fact are a central thread throughout this book. My aim is to highlight and 
make explicit how Afrikaners’ stories of change and resistance are 
contradictory and layered. I do so while attending to the shifting institutional 
context in which these stories emerge and take shape. We cannot understand 
or critique their moral choices without considering the social context in 
which such choices are confronted. I aspire to retain the hopeful thread that 

sparked this research, without compromising a necessary critical perspective. 
I hope the reader finds helpful and persuasive arguments to bring the moral 
promise of change closer to fulfillment. 





 

 

 

Prologue 

This book is a study of a community in moral transition. The fate of 
Afrikaners after apartheid is a matter that is at the heart of the appeal of 
South Africa’s narrative about the transition. South Africa’s new democracy 
vowed to create a nonracial country. The moral promise was that white South 
Africans, and specifically Afrikaners, would adjust to majority rule and shed 
themselves of their racism and entitlements of white privilege. Reconciliation, 
which literally means to bring together again, was to work both ways: 
Afrikaners needed to change, adapt, and accept redress, while the black 
majority needed to accept and recognize them as the minority. Although the 
story of the transition can be told quite differently, from various perspectives, 
Afrikaners did break away from the traditional course of colonial history 
when they decided to no longer defend white supremacy and political power 
by arms. Instead, they voluntarily started negotiations and embarked on a 

path to democracy.  
Afrikaner nationalists dominated South Africa’s politics in the second half 

of the 20th century, coming into power in 1948 with the National Party. 
Building on the Pass Laws passed by the British-controlled government in 
1923, the National Party created apartheid, a system of racial segregation 
under which the rights of the majority nonwhite inhabitants of South Africa 
were curtailed, and white supremacy and Afrikaner minority rule was 
maintained (H. B. Giliomee, 2010). In 1990, the National Party started 
negotiating with the African National Congress (ANC), the main opposition 
movement to the government during apartheid. The negotiations ended in 
the democratic elections of 1994 and with the creation of a new constitution 
in 1996.1 Today, Afrikaners are an ethnic group of roughly 2.5 million white, 
Afrikaans-speaking South Africans—a number that equals 7 percent of the 
people of South Africa.2  
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This moral promise entails a set of particular challenges for Afrikaners. 
The first challenge is to come to terms with the past. For most Afrikaners, 
the question of guilt and responsibility is not necessarily about the actual 
commitment of atrocities as much as having been part of a system that made 
those atrocities possible and even necessary to its own survival. Barnard has 
referred to this moral question as the “structural complicity” of Afrikaners in 
apartheid’s transgressions (Barnard, 2004). There is no consensus about the 
appropriate ethical response to the guilt of apartheid or Afrikaners’ 
culpability, but all Afrikaners have to confront and accommodate the 
challenge and establish a comfortable relationship with it. 

A second challenge is to come to terms with the present. The transition 
demanded cultural change from Afrikaners. Apartheid’s racist ideology was 
expressed in all aspects of everyday life, in rigid systems of difference, 
deference, and domination, in racial division of labor, in discriminatory 
wages, and so forth. It was part of Afrikaner culture. Now that apartheid as 
an institutionalized racist ideology is over, Afrikaners have to adapt to what it 
means to be a nondominant minority. They have to confront the racism in 
their language and think patterns, and they have to learn to live without the 
sense of entitlement to white privilege. To come to terms with the present, 

then, is not about complicity in some past crime but about cultural and 
identity change (Krog, 2003; Zegeye, 2001).   

Questions of morality should be confronted with hesitation by 
sociologists; we should not want to be philosophers in disguise. On the other 
hand, the absence of moral discourse has greatly impoverished sociological 
understanding of identity and human agency, according to sociologists like 
Andrew Sayer and Craig Calhoun (Calhoun, 1991; Sayer, 2005). Sociologists 
can illuminate morality’s important social dimension by questioning how 
institutional structures and patterns of cultural meaning connect to moral 
judgments and action (Abend, 2008; Hitlin & Vaisey, 2010). In other words, 
they study the conditions in which people face moral challenges. As a 
sociologist, my interest is not in the problem of moral transition as a 
philosophical question, but as an empirical question. I believe sociology has 
much to contribute to untangle the empirical conditions in which Afrikaners 
face their moral choices. Once the conditions are carefully mapped, I will 
make some propositions how Afrikaners can overcome these moral 
challenges.  

 
*** 

 
Observers of South Africa in the 1990s believed they had witnessed the death 
of one world and the birth of another. That is how many participants also 
experienced it. For some Afrikaners change came in sudden flashes and 
momentary realizations—they viewed it as a revolution. For other Afrikaners, 
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the end of apartheid was absolutely incomprehensible and unbelievable. The 
prospect of integration would be traumatic, many said. In the 1990s, it was 
not yet clear whether the old order was shattered for good, or whether it 
merely looked and felt like that at certain fleeting moments and in specific 
places. Twenty years later, a different picture slowly emerges. From one 
perspective, South Africa has changed forever; from another, parts of South 
African life look remarkably similar to two or three decades ago. The picture 
of change has become considerably more complicated. 

No doubt the reasons that change has turned out different than expected 
are multiple but among them is this: observers have been slow in realizing 
that the double transition to democracy and the market may not be as simple 
or as easy as first imagined (Centeno, 1994). Some have called the economic 
transition of South Africa the “silent revolution” because its importance and 
consequences were only much later understood than the political transition 
(Gumede, 2007). A great deal of South Africa’s current social ills is not just a 
product of the apartheid past but a result of the neoliberal conditions set 
during the transition. The economic agreements solidified during the 
democratic transition enshrined a series of neoliberal policy principals in law 
that have proven durable ever since: the protection of private property, 

participation in the World Trade Organization, the breakdown of trade 
barriers, debt servicing, the dominance of private-sector partnerships, and 
protection of intellectual property rights (Bond, 2000; Schneider, 2003). The 
negative consequences of these neoliberal policies are now evident for the 
poor and the socially excluded (J. Ferguson, 2007, 2010).  

What about the consequences of neoliberalism for Afrikaners? 
Superficially, the wealthy, employed, and well-educated white population of 
South Africa, including Afrikaners, have benefited financially from these 
economic arrangements (Leibbrandt, 2010). That is the reason why many 
accused Afrikaners of instigating neoliberalism. However, neoliberalism as a 
social project was not just instigated by Afrikaners; it also impacted upon 
them—and highly unevenly.  

Macro policy principles set the stage for the privatization of public utility 
companies, urban services, and education. The urban landscape has been 
divided by walls, gates, and a private security apparatus that partly supplants 
the police force. Former state companies struggle to maintain services. At the 
level of institutions, the social landscape has radically changed, also for 
Afrikaners. Neoliberalism in South Africa did not, as in Western Europe, 
simply naturalize as universal the interests of the white middle class. Rather, it 
opened up a class divide among Afrikaners. The lower middle class, which 
was overrepresented in public and formerly public companies in 1994, is 
strongly affected by policies that hollow out public expenditure and public 
utility companies. When the ANC government at the same time launched a 
program of affirmative action, lower-middle-class Afrikaners were the most 
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affected. The question is how the new socioeconomic conditions affected the 
moral transition.  

 
*** 

 
Sociology is not commonly thought of as the discipline to study 

phenomena of moral change. Other disciplines like psychology, history, law, 
and political science have dominated the topic. Psychologists have studied the 
phenomena of collective guilt, which is the unpleasant and often emotional 
reaction that results among a group of individuals when it is perceived that 
the group illegitimately harmed members of another group (Branscombe & 
Doosje, 2004; Zebel et al., 2007). Historians have been concerned with trying 
to explain the rise and demise of apartheid, often in moral terms (O'Meara, 
1996). Scholars of law have introduced the concept of transitional justice to 
capture a range of approaches that states may use to address past human 
rights violations (Jon Elster, 2004; Minow, 1999). Finally, political scientists 
have been interested in ethnic groups in conflict, nationalism, and how 
democratic transitions solve these conflicts (Eriksen, 2002; Horowitz, 1985).  
 On the surface, focusing on Afrikaners as an ethnic group after 1994 

might seem an odd focal point, seeing as its mere existence is questionable. 
Politically, the demise of Afrikaner nationalism and the National Party after 
apartheid has been swift and complete—where in 1994 the National Party 
still had 24 percent of the votes, the party came to an end by 2006 
(Westhuizen, 2008). The cultural network of Afrikanerdom also collapsed 
after apartheid. Before 1994, the political and public articulation of 
Afrikanerdom was mediated by an extensive cultural and religious network 
that built and ideologically sustained apartheid, white supremacy, and ethnic 
nationalism.3 The network that occupied Afrikaner civil society and spiritual 
life reinforced the political party that traditionally occupied political life—the 
NP (Courtney Jung, 2000, p. 156). All but a few of the organizations of this 
extensive network have lost their relevance, including the once all-powerful 
Broederbond, the secret and exclusive male society dedicated to the 
advancement of Afrikaner interests (N. Smith & Hofmeyr, 1990). Maybe the 
only dominance Afrikaners still hold is economic, as they continue to control 
large South African companies that used to be linked to the nationalist 
project (R. Davies, 2009; Goldberg, 2011).  

Many critical social scientists have therefore shifted away from focusing 
on Afrikaners specifically by directing their attention to issues of inequality, 
racism, whiteness, globalization and identity politics (P. Alexander, Dawson, 
& Ichharam, 2006; R. Davies, 2009; Durrheim, Mtose, & Brown, 2011; Steyn, 
2001). They argue that the old categories of race and ethnicity have been 
substituted with class as the preferred mechanism for social domination and 
exclusion in post-apartheid South Africa. Traditionally, it was the political 
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scientists and historians who wrote about the history of Afrikaners as a 
collectivity, or a collective identity, and posited that the political culture and 
ideology deserved specific study (Horowitz, 1985; Le May, 1996; O'Meara, 
1996). Some still argue that the study of Afrikaner nationalism deserves 
attention in the post-apartheid situation (Blaser, 2004; Kriel, 2006). But the 
majority of social scientists have treated Afrikaners only as a side concern of 
studying topics like political transformation (Courtney Jung, 2000), the 
process of reconciliation (Gibson & Gouws, 2002), the collapse of Afrikaner 
nationalism (Clark, 2004; Van der Westhuizen, 2008), and the study of the 
new political economy in post-apartheid South Africa (Bond, 2000, 2003; 
Marais, 1999, 2011). 

Why, then, focus on Afrikaners as a group? Because it is one thing to 
hand over political power; it is another thing to reconsider who you are as a 
volk or people—or to reconsider your identity as a person. When the 
transition to democracy tore through the myths of apartheid in the early 
1990s, followed by the Truth and Reconciliation Committee (TRC) in the 
late-1990s, both events challenged the attitudes of millions of Afrikaners, 
undermined their customs, and upended their ways of life. The end of 
apartheid possessed the rare ability to transform all it touched. It ushered in 

political change, altered race relations, and transformed institutions, which 
overturned the apartheid way of life. Many Afrikaners felt these changes just 
as deeply as non-white South Africans—but much differently. Few escaped 
its long reach. There are few ethnic groups who are confronted with the 
challenge of having to come to terms with the past, with the loss of privilege, 
and to being a nondominant minority in such a short time span. 

The moral transition of Afrikaners is a problem not only for its own 
sake—that is, raising the question of whether an ethnic minority can 
overcome its past. It also has farther-reaching effects on South Africa’s future 
as a multiracial nation. There is much at stake for the future of South Africa. 
The post-apartheid era has ushered in a new form of white migration: the 
movement of hundreds of thousands of white South Africans out of the 
country. In 2005, the South African Institute of Race Relations (SAIRR) 
reported that an estimated 796,000 white South Africans had left the country 
since 1991. Three years later, the SAIRR reported that “The white population 
continues to experience the effects of large-scale emigration of adults 
between the ages of 20 and 35” (SAIRR, 2008, p. 1).4 Members of a political 
unit do not remain within it if they cease to trust its ability eventually to serve 
their interests. 

If Charles Wright Mills is right, and the sociological imagination is the 
promise that enables its possessor “to understand the larger historical scene 
in terms of its meaning for the inner life and the external career of a variety of 
individuals,” a sociological approach is surely justified (Mills, 1959, p. 5). 
Sociology has a long tradition of addressing similar moral issues; a tradition 
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that started after the World War II in Germany. Sociologists like Adorno and 
Horkheimer debated the moral challenges that Germans faced after the war 
and the Holocaust, and they also empirically researched it.5 Adorno raised the 
famous question what is meant by coming to terms with the past? (Adorno, 
2010).6 More recently, sociologists like Cohen, Zerubavel, and Alexander 
have explored the political and personal ways in which uncomfortable 
realities are avoided and evaded, and “how social groups interact with 
emotion to create new and binding understandings of social responsibility” 
(Jeffrey C. Alexander, 2012; Jeffrey C Alexander, Smelser, Eyerman, & 
Stompska, 2004; Cohen, 2001b; Zerubaval, 2006). These scholars transgress 
the boundaries of traditional studies of collective memory, and connect the 
past to people’s cultural and emotional challenges in the present (Halbwachs, 
1992; Homans, 2000; Olick & Robbins, 1998). It is in this long, less-known 
tradition that this study stands. 

 
*** 

 
In this book I argue that the moral challenges that confront Afrikaners 
constitute a cultural trauma. This is a claim that deserves explanation. One 

would expect that the label of trauma is solely used for black South Africans 
and the consequences of apartheid on its victims. But there is a difference 
between trauma as a language of experience and a language of analysis. As a 
language of experience, the terminology of trauma is traditionally reserved for 
victims of extreme violence and their experience of loss. On the other hand, 
as a language of analysis, the concept of trauma connects cultural and 
emotional processes in sociological analysis (Hayner, 2000; Jelin, 2003; 
Kaplan, 2005). It also expresses the social and cultural dimensions of what are 
seemingly individual psychological processes (Erikson, 1976, 1995; Robben & 
Suárez-Orozco, 2000). The language of cultural trauma is not an invitation for 
the abstract analysis of ultimately practical moral challenges. Instead, trauma 
as an analytical language points us to the intertwined role of culture and 
emotions in the moral transition of Afrikaners.   

Afrikaners’ cultural trauma has its own, specific cultural-emotional logic. 
As a former perpetrator group, Afrikaners face a very different set of 
challenges than the victims of apartheid. The language of trauma is 
appropriate because Afrikaners have to confront emotions of loss, guilt, 
shame, and (injured) pride. Their cultural habits have to be unknit and 
rewoven. This cultural aspect is not just about the past and the heritage of 
apartheid; it is also about coming to terms with the present. That is why the 
various moral challenges that confront Afrikaners are best analyzed at the 
institutional level. Here, the everyday work of meaning making and the 
emotional friction of racial life come into full display.   
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Afrikaners’ cultural trauma manifests itself not as an abstract and isolated 
cultural rupture but in the daily struggles of Afrikaners to make sense of 
multiracial South Africa and to manage the stigma of being Afrikaans after 
apartheid. I borrow the idea of stigma from Fanon and Goffman, who both 
believed that a trauma can be shared and cultural rather than individual and 
psychological. In contrast to modern trauma theory, which emphasizes 
memory and representation, they emphasize the effects of a stigma in the 
creation of cultural trauma (Fanon, 1986; Goffman, 1963; Hook, 2004). 
When historical crimes like apartheid are committed in the name of an ethnic 
group, as was the case for Afrikaner nationalism, a characterological inference 
is almost certainly made by its victims and others. In day-to-day life, non-
whites perceive little difference between group behavior and “group 
character.” Because groups tend to be perceived as underlying essences, 
Afrikaners are collectively blamed. In their own experience, Afrikaners are 
constantly confronted by non-Afrikaners for who they are. They feel 
stigmatized.    

 
*** 

 

This study shows that the burden of cultural trauma is unevenly distributed 
among Afrikaners. By comparing different groups of Afrikaners in various 
institutional settings, I demonstrate not only how neoliberal policies and 
multiracialism affect Afrikaners’ classes very differently, but also what the 
implications are for the cultural and emotional dynamics of moral 
transformation. Those Afrikaners who profited the least from apartheid not 
only fell the hardest after apartheid, but carry the heaviest emotional load. 
Whereas Afrikaner nationalism was built on class coalition, post-apartheid 
neoliberalism is built on class schism. Racial redress in the form of affirmative 
action affects the lower classes of Afrikaners much harder, and this in turn 
affects their ability to come to terms with apartheid and multiracial South 
Africa. As Afrikaners shift from being a dominant minority to a subjected 
minority, some groups are stigmatized daily for what was done in the name of 
Afrikaner nationalism.  

Stigmatization may sometimes be justified, for Afrikaners struggle to 
adjust their behavior and language to the new democratic norms. However, 
not all Afrikaners respond in the same way to stigma, even if they occupy a 
similar institutional setting or class position. The lower middle class has far 
less economic, institutional, and cultural resources to manage the effects of 
stigmatization. Moreover, stigmatization leads to shame, particularly among 
men young and old, and this is a problematic emotion. I do not mean shame 
like being embarrassed or withdrawn, but primitive shame, an emotion rooted 
in a demand for control and omnipotence and the unwillingness to accept 
neediness.7 Shame impedes the process of coming to terms with what they 
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did wrong; of accepting what they have lost; and understanding what it means 
to be a minority not in control but dependent on a dominant majority. 
Precisely because emotions like shame play a large role in the moral 
transition, gender differences matter. Men are more prone to shame, as they 
hide their need for others and avert their own gaze from their inner world.8 
In the end, my institutional and intersectional approach toward the analysis of 
cultural trauma reveals not only the commonality of Afrikaners’ moral 
struggles, but also the differences in the outcomes.    

Cultural trauma can be overcome only when Afrikaners manage to find 
methods of generating a new cultural language, despite their past, and the loss 
and shame the change has brought. I am hesitant to argue that the language 
of trauma is morally enlightening, as some have done (Fassin, Rechtman, & 
Gomme, 2009). And I do not encourage more shame, as others do, or 
withdrawal from the political arena. I do argue that public policies can be 
shaped not to burden the wrong sections of Afrikaner people. Policies can 
also nudge Afrikaners from shame to guilt, a more productive emotion that 
stimulates people to do acts of reparation. At the same time, Afrikaners 
should acknowledge that sacrifices are necessary to make democracy work. 
The black majority will not forgive and forget easily what apartheid did to 

them and stop stigmatizing Afrikaners. Therefore, it is necessary for 
Afrikaners to free themselves by becoming what they feel a good South 
African citizen should be.   

None of this is to say that, given the current state of the moral transition, 
the completion of this process is at hand. And none of this is to say that, 
given current social ills in South Africa, any of this is easy. Ultimately, the 
moral promise of South African democracy, when it comes to Afrikaners, is a 
grand collective psychological and sociological experiment of moral 
transition. What will be the definitive outcome of the “experiment” for 
Afrikaners? Will theirs be a story of moral transformation or one of a 
protracted cultural collapse? Or should such grand claims be avoided 
altogether in favor of a more nuanced picture of some adjustment and 
adaptation along with prolonged resistance and resentment? 

 
     *** 
 

This book is a modest contribution to cultural sociology and the sociology of 
emotions, and particularly the sociology of cultural trauma and stigma. My 
goal in looking at the response of Afrikaners to racial integration through the 
lens of stigma and destigmatization is not to make a moral statement, but to 
demonstrate and understand how ordinary Afrikaners culturally and 
emotionally struggle in their daily life with the legacy of apartheid. To define 
the outcome of the struggle of Afrikaners as a cultural trauma might seem like 
an exaggeration, given how the term of trauma is typically used.9 My 
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conclusion is that the use of the term “cultural trauma” indicates how 
difficult and troublesome it has been and still is for Afrikaners to rework the 
habits of the past, and deal with the emotions that come with the process of 
coming to terms with the past and the present. That is the central claim of 
this study. It does not mean there are no differences among Afrikaners; it 
means that the people in this study remain Afrikaners, nevertheless.  

From the start, I want to clear the conceptual ground and clarify my 
perspective and theoretical concepts. In Part 1, I introduce the problems with 
studying Afrikaners after apartheid with an analysis of the media debate about 
the Afrikaner song “De La Rey” (chapter 1). The debate highlights the need 
for an intersectional and interview approach, if one wants to do justice to 
emotions of different groups of Afrikaners. The media’s analysis shows that if 
a sociological study wants to take emotions seriously, it cannot solely rely on a 
discursive analysis of media debates. What is needed is an institutional 
perspective that studies Afrikaners in their daily lives. In chapter 2, I discuss 
the advantages of this institutional perspective by contrasting it against 
alternative macro- and micro-level approaches, and discussing their problems. 
Understanding Afrikaners after apartheid, and their moral transition, 
demands a theoretical approach that makes a distinction between the process 

of coming to terms with the past and the present. Therefore, in chapter 3, I 
juxtapose cultural trauma theory with findings from postcolonial, new racism, 
and whiteness studies. Each of these approaches theorizes the relationship 
between culture and emotions, but emphasizes different aspects. The 
theoretical insights and concepts are translated into a methodology that 
combines discourse analysis with a case study approach (chapter 4).  

What follows is a set of detailed case studies of Afrikaners, in which I 
explore the cultural and emotional dimensions of the process of coming to 
terms with the past and the present. I start my analysis, in Part 2, with the 
stories of Afrikaner men in the work sphere. Developments in the neoliberal 
economy after apartheid benefited white South Africans overall, including 
Afrikaners. Nevertheless, the ANC’s government programs of racial redress, 
specifically black economic empowerment and affirmative action also had an 
impact on different classes of white Afrikaner men (chapter 5). The Afrikaans 
business elite are studied through the case study of the Afrikaanse 
Handelsinstituut (AHI) and the identity narratives of individual Afrikaner 
entrepreneurs (chapter 6). The Afrikaner lower middle class is analyzed 
through the prism of Solidarity, the former Afrikaans Mine Workers Union 
(MWU) that has metamorphosed in an activist ethnic movement that 
campaigns against affirmative action and for minority rights. For lower-
middle-class Afrikaans men, the restructuring of former state companies like 
Eskom and Telkom, together with affirmative action, provide serious 
challenges to keep work as a stable source of male pride (chapter 7).    
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Since apartheid, South Africa saw the emergence of hundreds of gated, 
privatized communities, while cities experienced a surge in crime and pressure 
on urban services. In the introduction to Part 3 on the institutional sphere of 
living, I emphasize the role of security and aesthetics, and how it relates to 
the politics of the wealthy (chapter 8). Aesthetics, in particular, plays an 
important role in understanding how people’s sense of place is not only 
shaped by fear but also by disgust. There is a sharp contrast between the 
experience of home of the upper-class Afrikaner women within the gates 
(chapter 10) and the lower class women outside the gate (chapter 9). The 
upper class has created a sharp social boundary supported by their financial 
resources and the practice of gating. Nevertheless, the concerns of the 
women revolve around the same themes of order and beauty, almost being 
each other’s mirror image. The young generation of Afrikaners, the subject of 
Part 4, is studied within the context of two racially desegregated schools: the 
first an upper class school and the other a lower-middle- class school (chapter 
11). The new “diversity talk” of the upper-class girls (chapter 12) contrast 
sharply with the renewed interest of Afrikaner lower-middle-class boys in 
their Afrikaner identity (chapter 13). Emotionally, the upper-class girls 
struggle with questions of guilt and fear for the future, while the lower middle 

class boys tackle loss and shame.    
In the conclusion, Part 5, I tie the strands of this book together by 

comparing the developments in the different institutions as well as addressing 
the intersection of class, gender, and generation in the identity discourses of 
Afrikaners. I argue that the burden of the past is unequally divided among 
Afrikaners. Theoretically, I discuss the difference between cultural and 
emotional mechanism in the theory of cultural trauma. Finally, in the 
epilogue, I suggest ways in which primitive shame can become moral shame 
to encourage the moral transition of Afrikaners, and what the role of public 
policy is therein.   

Let us begin, then, with a song about an old Afrikaner general that served 
as a national focus point for the confusing but passionate cultural debate 
about the position of Afrikaners after apartheid, 15 years after the democratic 
transition. 

 



 

PART 1: Afrikaners after Apartheid 



 



 

 

1. Upheaval About a Song 

1.1 THE “DE LA REY” DEBATE  

In the summer of 2007, it started with small groups of fans bringing the old 
apartheid flag of South Africa to Bok van Blerk concerts. The young 
Afrikaners would wrap the orange, blue, and white flag around them as they 
sang along to van Blerk’s song “De La Rey.” It was a typical rock song, 
almost a military march with a catchy melody, but it was the lyrics that made 
the song a hit. The song narrated the story of the Afrikaner General De La 
Rey, who battled British forces a century ago during the Boer Wars. In the 
Second Boer War, from 1899 to 1902, the much larger British force 
overwhelmed the Boers, or Afrikaners, in a scramble for gold and land but 
not before General Koos de la Rey inflicted punishing defeats on the British.1 
“De la Rey, de la Rey,” van Blerk’s refrain pleads, “will you come and lead the 
Boers?” It was this call for leadership of the Afrikaners, as well as the 
provocative display of old apartheid symbols, that provoked a national 
debate.    

Did the song incite violence from right-wing Afrikaners, a decade after 
the National Party had lost power? Or did it promote Afrikaner nationalism 
among young Afrikaners? Were the Afrikaners really looking for a heroic 
figure like De La Rey to lead the threatened Afrikaners to a safe place? Or 
was the song a cynical but commercially successful ploy of a cultural industry 
taping into cultural nostalgia? Did young Afrikaners long for the apartheid 
past? Or was it simply enjoyable to sing along to a catchy song in their native 
tongue? These were some of the questions the South African media raised. In 
a front-page article, the mainstream Afrikaans magazine Huisgenoot suggested 
that the song might contain coded messages. In response, the ANC issued a 
warning that “if De la Rey [was] in danger of being hijacked by a minority of 
right wingers,” this group should be aware that “those who incite treason, 
whatever methods they might employ, might well find themselves in difficulty 
with the law.”2 The statement drew a barbed retort from the Democratic 



 
UPHEAVAL ABOUT A SONG : 4 

 

Alliance (DC), the largest opposition party: If the ANC thought that songs 
can incite violence, it might as well scrutinize the violent content of their own 
anti-apartheid songs.3 Although a few extreme right-wing Afrikaners had 
been tried on charges of antigovernment terrorism, this had always been a 
fringe movement. White right-wing parties have never received more than 1 
or 2 percent of the votes and still do not.4 The focus on potential violent 
uprisings or resurging nationalism seemed misguided.  

Instead, the response to the song exposed the complicated and conflicted 
emotions that come with being an Afrikaner after apartheid—which include 
remnants of pre-apartheid emotional attachements. The South African weekly 
newspaper Sunday Independent argued that the song answers a deep sadness in 
Afrikaners’ souls—a feeling that they have not merely fallen from power but 
also have been marginalized in South African society. In contrast, a headline 
in The New York Times framed the debate as:“Song Wakens Injured Pride of 
Afrikaners”5 (Wines, 2007). The Times described an atmosphere where 
Afrikaners were searching for a new identity and a comfortable place in a 
black-majority society. In the newspaper, Louis Pepler, the real name of Bok 
van Blerk, presented the lyrics as a claim to belong, and a testament to 
Afrikaner pride. “I’m part of this rainbow country of ours,” he said. “But I’m 
one of the colors, and I’m sticking up for who I am. I’m proud of who I am.” 
This would be fine, the Times journalist commented dryly, except that 
nobody, not even Afrikaners themselves, agree on what an Afrikaner is these 
days.  

The emotions provoked by “De La Rey” also points us to the 
inescapabilty of questions of identity and belonging for Afrikaners after 
apartheid, and how they continue to be difficult to resolve—even 15 years 
after apartheid. Koos Kombuis, the famous Afrikaner musician, 
acknowledged that the “De La Rey” song was one of the best Afrikaans 
songs ever written.6 The song made him long for his Afrikaner upbringing 

during apartheid. Kombuis, an alias for André le Roux du Toit, made his 
fame at the end of the 1980s being part of the Voëlvry Movement, one of the 
few protest movements from inside the Afrikaner youth against the National 
Party (Bezuidenhout, 2007).7 The response of Kombuis was peculiar, not only 
because he was a popular anti-apartheid singer, but also because he had 
symbolically renounced his Afrikaner-ness in a statement in 2006. This public 
rejection of Afrikaner-ness had caused a fierce debate in the media. Kombuis 
had stated that he wanted to no longer deal with the “psychological baggage” 
of being from Afrikaner decent. However, as much as Kombuis had forsaken 
his ethnic identity, he remained an Afrikaner nevertheless: the song pulled 
him back in, even though he argued that he could not politically identify with 
the message of the song. “It created an incredible tension in my body,” he 
wrote, like a puppet, he worried which heartstring had been tugged.8   
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The “De La Rey” phenomenon shows that Afrikaners are in a moral 
transition. The Afrikaans poet Antjie Krog, an influential South African 
public intellectual, connects the emotional response to “De La Rey” to 
various moral challenges Afrikaners face.9 She argues that the apartheid past 
confronts the younger generation of Afrikaners with a set of uncomfortable 
questions: what is their relationship to the apartheid past? How is this 
connected to the bond with their parents? And how does it relate to their 
experiences in the present with affirmative action?10 Krog acknowledges that 
these moral questions are both avoided and confronted, but argues that few 
young Afrikaners can ignore them. But it is easy to think of other challenges, 
than just these three: Afrikaners need to confront their racism; they need to 
adapt to being a minority under black-majority rule; and they have to adjust 
to the loss of white privilege.  

What unites these different moral challenges is the fact that it is often 
unclear how strong they are connected to the process of coming to terms 
with the past, or whether they are more directly related with the present 
position of Afrikaners in post-apartheid South Africa. None of the moral 
challenges for Afrikaners in the present is entirely unconnected to the 
apartheid past, whether it is related to racism or white privilege. However, 
Afrikaners’ moral struggle to acknowledge the crimes of the past is 
incomparable to Afrikaners’ struggle to converse with blacks without using 
the old superiority thinking embedded in the Afrikaans language. How are 
these moral struggles culturally resolved? Which struggle has the most 
emotional salience? And do the answers to these questions differ between 
groups of Afrikaners? These are the empirical questions this study addresses.  

1.2 THE EMOTIONS OF TRAUMA 

Since the TRC began, the dominant register in South Africa to study moral 
questions of collective responsibility is the language of trauma. “Trauma” also 
re-emerged as a trope in the “De La Rey” debate. Krog argues that the 
experience of moral transition can be studied through the prism of trauma. If 
trauma is defined as a “nonordinary human experience,” she writes, 
Afrikaners have been confronted by parts of themselves that are “not 
ordinary.” She likens the younger generation of Afrikaners to the children of 
Nazis, a group that also could not share their stories after the war because of 
the social stigma. She argues that the younger generation has to reach back to 
the “De La Rey generation” because their parents’ generation makes them 
feel too guilty and shameful to talk about their Afrikaner history. “De La 
Rey” helps to break the silence. The song, she argues, functions to the 

younger generation as a catalyst to work through their guilt and integrate their 
past into the new society. Although Krog has done more than many to 
illuminate the moral challenges of Afrikaners, her creative analysis here 
cannot mask the slippery definition of “trauma” that she uses.   
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In South Africa the label of trauma is used both for the victims of 
apartheid and for the (offspring of) perpetrators (H. B. Giliomee, 2010; 
Jansen, 2009; Tutu, 1999). The terminology of trauma is traditionally reserved 
for victims of extreme violence and their experience of loss. One would 
expect that the label of trauma is solely used for black South Africans and the 
consequences of apartheid. Desmond Tutu claimed that all South Africans 
were traumatized by apartheid, including its perpetrators: the Afrikaners. In 
the opening speech before the victim hearings at the TRC, Tutu said: “We are 
charged to unearth the truth about our dark past, to lay the ghosts of that 
past to rest so that they will not return to haunt us and that will thereby 
contribute to the healing of the traumatized and wounded people for all of us 
in South Africa are wounded people—and this manner to promote national 
unity and reconciliation” (TRC, 1997, p. vol. 6). For Desmond Tutu, trauma 
is a language of experience.  

However, a distinction should be made between trauma as a language of 
experience and trauma as a language of analysis. When social theorists use the 
language of trauma, they conceptualize trauma as a language of analysis to 
relate present “suffering” to past violence in sociology and anthropology 
(Jeffrey C. Alexander, 2012; Caruth, 1996; Fassin et al., 2009).11 However, 
what is “suffering” in this context? Does that include the experience of 
perpetrators too? Perpetrator groups face a very different set of cultural and 
emotional challenges than victims. Cultural trauma as perpetrator trauma 
deserves a precise analytical definition that does justice to the perpetrator 
aspects of trauma, and does not legitimize any conflation with victim traumas 
(D. LaCapra, 2001; Tsutsui, 2009). Let’s return one more time to the “De La 
Rey” debate.  

The response to “De La Rey” exemplifies the current emotional upheaval 
among Afrikaners as well as the difficulty to analyze the origins of these 
emotions. The media debate is emblematic of the free-floating character of 

most emotional explanations, and the need to define emotions more 
precisely. The analytical language of trauma is not a substitute for the subtle 
and detailed analysis of emotions. Rather, different emotional patterns can 
constitute a cultural trauma, and one has to be clear which emotional patterns 
constitute a trauma and why. My approach to the study of emotions is 
distinct in three ways. First, I define precisely what emotions are. Based on 
cognitive appraisal theory, I define emotions as an intentional state—they are 
about something. They always entail some kind of appraisal or evaluation of 
the situation; they express the intimate personal meaning of what is 
happening in our (social) lives. Second, I look at specific emotions and make 
a distinction in the analysis between emotions and the management of 
emotions. This choice is built on the idea of emotion specificity: each 
emotion has its own “thinking-feeling pattern” (Frijda, 1986; Jasper, 2011; 
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Lazarus, 1991).12 The scientifically proved patterns sometimes stand in 
contrast to common cultural misconceptions about emotions. Third, I 
analyze who has the emotion: every Afrikaner or specific groups of 
Afrikaners. I will first clarify my first two choices in this study, and then move 
on to the third.   

1.3 LOSS, PRIDE, GUILT AND SHAME 

Which emotions play the largest role among Afrikaners? This question can 
only be answered if the broader context of Afrikaners is taken into account. 

The loss of political power has been substantial, just as the “wages of guilt” 
for most Afrikaners. They hurt their own pride. Because the Afrikaner 
identity is so closely connected to the project of apartheid, shame lurks 
around the corner too. Below I discuss the “logic” of these emotions; their 
thinking-feeling pattern. I will rectify some common (sociological) 
misconceptions about these emotions, using new psychological research.  

 
LOSS  

Loss is important in this study, because Afrikaners have lost dominance, 
status, and political power. Some have also lost their jobs and other economic 
opportunities. Others will feel they have also lost safety and clean public 
space. It is important to avoid speaking of loss as something that has to be 
“worked through” on a collective scale after apartheid (Jansen, 2009).13 Early 
sociologists such as Peter Marris saw the experience of loss as fundamental to 
social change. Loss was the flip-coin of social change. Whenever people 
suffered a loss, Marris claimed, their reactions express an internal conflict, 
whose nature is fundamentally similar to the working out of grief (Marris, 
1974).14 Ideas about working out grief significantly evolved since the Marris 
study. The Freudian metaphor that grief has to be “worked through” is no 
longer seen as applicable nor is the famous “stages of mourning” theory from 

Deutch.15  
Modern research on bereavement suggests that the process of memory 

and emotional bonding is rather opposite to what Freud suggested. George 
Bonanno shows that although people cannot undo or erase a memory, they 
can weaken it by not thinking about it, because they weaken the neural 
pathway in our brains to the memories (Bonanno, 2009).16 He suggests seeing 
bereavement essentially as a stress reaction; “an attempt by our minds and 
bodies to deal with the perception of a threat to our well-being.” Like any 
stress reaction, grief is not uniform or static but comes and goes in a kind of 
oscillation (Bonanno, 2009, p. 40). Prolonged grief is very rare and most 
people are extremely resilient to loss.   
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PRIDE  

Pride plays a central role in moral transformations. Moral revolutions, 
Kwame Appiah claims, depend in large part on the successful use of honor 
(Appiah, 2011). Pride acts to motivate people to perform socially valued 
behaviors. Modern definitions of pride have little to do with the Aristotelian 
thought that a proud person is someone who thinks he is worthy of great 
things and actually is worthy of great things (Aristotle, 2007). They see pride 
as a “primary” and universal emotion.17 Nevertheless, pride is different from 
other primary emotions in that it is a self-conscious emotion. It requires 

complex (self-)evaluative processes and depends on how someone evaluates 
his or her achievements in terms of successes and failures  (Tracy, Robins, & 
Tangney, 2006).  

Pride is particularly sensitive to modulation by culture, in comparison to 
other primary emotions. It is a self-conscious emotion whose function lies in 
the social domain, increasing one’s social status and value (L. A. Williams & 
DeSteno, 2008). Anthropologists have long been interested in honor and 
pride in the context of Mediterranean and Middle-Eastern societies (Abu-
Lughod, 1985; Péristiany, 1974). Although some have questioned the 
relevance of honor and pride in modern societies (Berger, 1970), recent 
debates about recognition and dignity suggest rather the opposite (Fraser & 
Honneth, 2003). In a multicultural society like South Africa, every group 
struggles for honor and recognition, particularly stigmatized groups like 
Afrikaners. Social movement scholars have also emphasized this point. Pride 
is necessary to overcome the shame of stigmatized identities. Identity-based 
movements often have active pride/shame politics (Gould, 2001). 

 
GUILT AND SHAM E  

For Afrikaners, guilt and shame arguably are the most important emotions 
related to apartheid. They are both self-conscious moral emotions, like pride, 
and are a consequence of moral transgressions. However, the two emotions 
have a different logic. People feel guilty about actions (or inactions) that they 
control and for which they accept responsibility. They feel guilt for what they 
believe they have done. In terms of associated action tendency, guilt is 
connected to a willingness to make reparations and to take moral 
responsibility for harm doing (Niedenthal, Tangney, & Gavanski, 1994). 
Psychologists see guilt therefore as a positive emotion. People feel shame for 
outcomes that they could not, or were not in control of, but that when 
publicly revealed portrays them as weak or inferior (R. H. Smith, Webster, 
Parrott, & Eyre, 2002). In other words, people feel ashamed not for what 
they do but for who they are. Shame consists of feelings of failure and 
inadequacy of the self (Leary, 2007; J. Tangney & Dearing, 2003; J. P. 
Tangney, Stuewig, & Mashek, 2007). Martha Nussbaum traces what she calls 
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“primitive shame,” which has its roots in early development, to the demand 
for control.18   

The difference between guilt and shame also has consequences for the 
study of collective guilt and shame among Afrikaners. The term “collective” 
stands for emotions one feels because one identifies with a group that is 
linked to historical crimes and transgressions (Branscombe & Doosje, 2004; 
Doosje, 1998; Zebel, 2005). Collective guilt is a consequence of wrong acts, 
but collective shame is related to loss of stature. Collective guilt leads to 
repair, but shame is linked to avoidance behaviors including hiding and 
withdrawing (J. Tangney & Dearing, 2003). Collective guilt is about repairing 
social relationships (Lickel, Schmader, Curtis, Scarnier, & Ames, 2005). 
Collective shame is about feeling self-conscious, having fear of rejection, and 
feeling incompetent and dependent (Lickel et al., 2005). This psychological 
definition of shame is different from what some commonly understand as 
“shame,” which is often a weaker emotion and closer to embarrassment. 

Collective shame is more likely to dominate among Afrikaners than 
collective guilt—among any group where identity concerns are as important 
as the historical perpetration of criminal acts.19 People feel collective shame 
when they feel that the moral transgressions reflect poorly on the image of 
their group. This shame is different from the type of shame that sociologist 
Sheff saw as ubiquities for social life. Shame is connected to the realization 
that one is weak and inadequate to one’s expectations about being self-
adequate. Scheff emphasized the role of shame in social bonds (Scheff, 1988, 
2000).20 I argue that shame is a painful emotion—a sense of failure to attain 
an imagined ideal state. Culturally, the more groups hold untenable ideas 
about selves, the more likely people are to feel inadequate and to experience 
shame. Shame leads to anger, often in vicious circle, and this in turn to denial 
and narcissism. Shame is connected to patterns of denial and silence after 
historic crimes, as studied by Cohen and Zerubavel (Cohen, 2001a; 

Zerubaval, 2006). Social movement scholars have traced shame also to 
narcissistic cultural patterns and shame/anger cycles of conservative and 
aggressive movements (H. B. Lewis, 1971; Scheff, 1988; Stein, 2001).21  

1.4 WHAT AFRIKANER?  

It is not likely that all Afrikaners will be affected in the same way by 
apartheid. Categories of class, gender, and generation influence the 
relationship between culture and identity; where one is located in the group 
(rich, poor, old, young, man, woman) matters. These categories also influence 
how different sections of an ethnic group experience emotions about the past 

and the present. Moreover, categories also build on each other: class 
intersects with gender, gender with generation, and so on. I end this chapter 
with a short overview of the identity categories used in this study and how 
they relate to being Afrikaner after apartheid.  
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CLASS   

Traditionally, class differentiates groups of people based on levels of 
economic security. Class divisions are marked by “distance from necessity” 
(Sayer, 2005, p. 79). However, class can also be seen as “identifications, 
perceptions, and feelings.“ (Medhurst, 2000; Walkerdine, Lucey, & Melody, 
2001, p. 4). Class is not just about economic security or social location; it is 
also a subjective experience. In this study I see class as a “felt thing”; the 
social and psychic practices through which ordinary Afrikaners live, survive, 
and manage their emotions. Whiteness scholars like Hartigan, McDermott 
and Weiss emphasize the relationship between white identity and feeling 
secure and in control (Hartigan, 1999; McDermott, 2006; Weis, 2004). 
Among Afrikaners, I am interested how the different classes of Afrikaners 
mobilize their cultural resources to feel in control, proud, and hopeful about 
their life and living. In other words, whether upper-class people, because of 
their class status, are able to think and feel differently about the moral 
transition than the lower-middle class.22      

 
GENDER  

Gender reflects one’s biological sex but also the social and cultural 
constructions of gendered identities (Chafetz, 2006). Gender is not just a set 
of characteristics that distinguish male from female, it is also a set of practices 
men and women perform to act out their gender (West & Zimmerman, 
1987). I argue that gender practices influence men’s and women’s cultural 
discourses and their emotions (Nussbaum, 2003). Further, masculinity and 
femininity have each been studied in different ways.  

Masculinity is a relatively new term. Goffman noted that man must 
present himself to others as a particular kind of social being: a man 
(Goffman, 1977). Masculinity studies focus on how men act as men, and how 

dominant cultural ideal types of manhood and male behavior influence this 
process (R. Connell & Connell, 2000).23 Ideal types are the most honored way 
of being a man. In Western societies, aggressiveness, strength, and self-
reliance are part of this ideal (R. W. Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 832). 
Men need to signify a capacity to exert control over one’s self, the 
environment, and others (Schrock & Schwalbe, 2009, p. 286).24 By contrast, 
femininity has since been understood through the lens of relationality: the 
understanding that women from early on socialize in caring and nurturing 
relationships (Chodorow, 1999; Carol Gilligan, 1982). Girls are shown to 
emerge from childhood with a basis for empathy built into their primary 
definition of self, in a way that boys do not. As a consequence, social 
relationships and dependency are experienced differently by women and men. 
This idea has a strong impact on how emotions work in both genders. 
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In patriarchal societies like South Africa, gender ideals have a strong 
influence on the emotional life of groups of people (C. Gilligan, Lyons, 
Hanmer, & School, 1989). In this study, I will particularly focus on the 
relationship between masculinity and shame. Patriarchy is symbolized by the 
perfect father who rules supreme. But familial and cultural norms also 
prescribe the child to be without need. In traditional rigid family structures, 
there is often little room for the necessary playfulness and creativity to learn 
one’s incompleteness and overcome one’s primitive shame. Psychologists 
Dan Kindlon and Michael Thompson argue that this is particularly true for 
men and the socialization of boys (Kindlon, Thompson, & Barker, 2000). 
Boys are often told to be self-sufficient and have shame about their failures 
and needs for others. As a consequence, they hide their need for others and 
“avert their own gaze from their inner world” (Nussbaum, 2003, p. 193). As 
boys fail to understand their own emotions, they are at the same time pushed 
to appear like a controlling adult. It results in a vicious cycle of shame that 
leaves boys’ emotions unexamined and underdeveloped, and unable to 
understand their own feelings and those of others. The result of these gender 
ideals embedded in culture that lead to shame is tremendously harmful to half 
the society. 

 
GENERATION  

The potential role of “traumatic” historical events in shaping the outlook of a 
generation was first suggested by Karl Mannheim (Mannheim, 1998).25 
However, Norman Ryder was the first to empirically confirm the strong 
congruence between social change and cohort identification. He showed that 
generations are distinctive by the changing content of formal education, by 
peer-group socialization, and by idiosyncratic historical experience (Ryder, 
1965; See also Schuman & Scott, 1989). A generation, as a category, has an 
objective aspect in terms of temporal location, but generations also self-
identify in terms of a historical or cultural trauma—a necessarily social 
process (Edmunds & Turner, 2002; Eyerman & Turner, 1998). Bourdieu 
stressed the importance of the cultural clashes between generations—the 
generational struggle—which is often about resources, including cultural 
resources (Bourdieu, 1990). 

What about young Afrikaners? If I look at Ryder’s three distinctions I can 
conclude that formal education has radically changed after 1994 for young 
Afrikaners, as Christian-National education collapsed (Cross, 1986). Peer-
group socialization occurs today in the context of desegregated schools, 
although this does not mean all schools are racially integrated (Soudien, 
2007). The question is, if of the end of apartheid is an “idiosyncratic historical 
experience,”what is its influence today? Antjie Krog suggested a positive 
reading of the influence of “trauma” on young Afrikaners. By contrast, 
Jansen offered a negative interpretation of the influence of “trauma” on 
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youth (Jansen, 2009). Neither of these interpretations tells us much about the 
impact of actual events. One problem about the debate of what constitutes a 
generation is that it foregoes the influence of other categories like class and 
gender on the youth.  Ultimately, the identification of generations is an 
empirical question, just like the question of whether there is a generational 
clash at a certain point in time. 

1.5 CONCLUSION 

The “De La Rey” phenomenon shows how the past haunts Afrikaners as an 

ethnic group and destabilizes their cultural identities in the present. But the 
confusing debate also demonstrates that it is problematic to rely on a media 
analysis for the study of a perpetrator-based cultural trauma. If the aim is a 
detailed sociological analysis of the interaction of culture and emotions within 
individuals, one needs to be specific about who experiences what emotion 
and where. In this chapter I detailed the emotions I wanted to study and the 
categories important for studying Afrikaners as a group. If we want to do 
justice to specific emotions and detailed categories, we have to shift our 
attention away from the macro and micro levels, to the meso level. In the 
next chapter, I aim to anchor my claims about Afrikaners’ emotional 
experiences after apartheid in the daily context of their lives. This is best done 
at the level of institutions. An institutional approach opens up a perspective 
on which emotions, in what way, play a role with different Afrikaners. 



 

 

2. A View from the Middle 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

Regarding Afrikaners’ moral transition, there are three levels of analysis found 
in South Africa’s academic literature. The dominant perspective on 

Afrikaners after apartheid is one from above, a macro level approach that 
often presents a monolithic image of Afrikaners. A second perspective is that 
from below, a micro-level approach that stresses individual variety. Both 
levels of analysis have their strengths and weaknesses, but only a study at the 
meso level can fruitfully combine their strengths while cancelling out their 
weaknesses. I advocate a meso approach over a macro or micro perspective 
because both levels of analysis forgo the influence of broader societal shifts 
when explaining individual variety. What is needed, I argue, is a meso level 
analysis that studies the personal narratives of Afrikaners within the context 
of institutional change.   

2.2 PERSPECTIVES FROM ABOVE 

The first dominant macro-level approach focuses on the political economy of 
South Africa and the role of the Afrikaner elite in the transition. During the 
democratic transition, the ANC government was persuaded to give up on its 
communist and socialist roots, and adopt a series of neoliberal economic 
policy arrangements that largely benefitted the affluent white minority (Bond, 
2000, 2003; Gumede, 2007; MacDonald, 2006; Marais, 1999, 2011). The 
political transition firmly ingrained a set of capitalist principles like private-
property rights in the constitution. Furthermore, the ANC adopted a pro-
growth strategy GEAR (Growth, Employment and Redistribution), a limited 
set of social policies, stable interest rates, tight control of government 
expenses, an independent national reserve bank, and the privatization of 
various public companies. The transition to democracy is therefore dubbed 
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an “elite transition” in which white business and political elite struck a class 
compromise with the ANC.1  

What is important for this study is that the macro-level approach in 
political economy studies equates “Afrikaner” with the white business elite—
as if there are not different classes of Afrikaners. Although Afrikaners as a 
group have financially benefited from economic policy after apartheid, this 
contention obscures the class dimension of the transition among Afrikaners. 
In the past, various studies on Afrikaners explicitly emphasized class 
dimensions of nationalist politics (F. Johnstone, 1976; O'Meara, 1996; Wolpe, 
1976). However, few studies have since explored the class dimensions of 

neoliberal politics for Afrikaners (but see R. Davies, 2009). 
A second macro-level approach dominates political science in studies on 

changing political identities in South Africa. Many assert that at the national 
and regional political levels, whites have lost most political power, perhaps 
excluding the Western Cape. Indeed, after the end of the official negotiations 
and the first democratic elections, Afrikaners’ role on the national scene 
quickly declined. Many assert that the political project of Afrikaners has 
collapsed (H. B. Giliomee, 2010; Westhuizen, 2008). Courtney Jung argues 
that after 1994 Afrikanerdom as a political identity lacked resonance in the 
nascent politics of post-apartheid South Africa (Courtney Jung, 2000, p.134). 
Afrikaner political elite have attempted to mobilize Afrikaner nationalism for 
political purposes with no success. Jung concludes that although the salience, 
meanings, and boundaries of Afrikaner identity remain fluid, an Afrikaner 
political project is not likely to appeal to the majority of its potential (ethnic) 
constituency as long as it remains tied to a particular, extreme, ideological 
position. The political identities of most Afrikaners are no longer mediated by 
ethnicity. Jung’s claim that ethnicity no longer plays a role at the level of 
(political) identity is based on a narrow definition of political identity. If Jung 
is to be believed, the ideological dissonance that accompanied the end of the 
apartheid era for many middle- and upper-class Afrikaners has been replaced 
by an ideological outlook based on capitalist democracy rather than to 
Afrikaner nationalist ideals (Courtney Jung, 2000, p. 165). Like others, she 
emphasizes the dominance of class, race, and demography. She does 
acknowledge that among the right wing, a second ideological paradigm has 
emerged based on group rather than individual rights. This ideology explicitly 
incorporates Afrikaners in the global discourse of minority rights.2 

A third macro approach is presented in studies on the TRC, and in the 
work of the committee itself (TRC, 1997). The TRC provided a framework 
for the cultural and moral restructuring of society (Krog, 1999; Minow, 1999). 
The premise of the work of the committee was that truth could heal a divided 
nation; its work was seen as complementary to the political negotiations and 
settlement. The committee was to address “the deeper meaning” of the word 
reconciliation: reconciliation as a process of confession, repentance, 
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cleansing, regeneration, reparation, and restoration (Boraine, 1995, p. 101). 
Through a reckoning with the past, the truth would be revealed, and a human 
rights culture would be established. The idea that Afrikaners’ culture had to 
change was central to the TRC. However, the process of change was 
envisioned through the metaphorical language of Christianity and psychology. 
Style, symbolism and vocabulary were drawn from the bible and the 
psychoanalytical register. The TRC elevated the goal of healing individuals—
both victims and perpetrators—and society after the trauma of apartheid. The 
psychological language of healing casts the consequences of apartheid in 
terms of trauma. The TRC was to bring healing to the nation through public 

testimonies of victims and perpetrators in front of the commission (Minow, 
1999, p. 61). Reconciliation also involved a change of heart; a commitment to 
right wrongs from the perpetrators.  

The response of the Afrikaner community to the TRC, most studies 
conclude, has been more negative than any other group in South Africa 
(Gilliomee, 2001; Johnstone, n.d.; Krog, 1999; Theissen, 1996). However, the 
bigger problem is how the TRC conceptualizes cultural change. It conflates 
the national with the individual, the cultural with the religious, and the social 
with the psychological. Although people like James Gibson have done 
impressive research on the acceptance of truth among South Africans based 
on the work of the TRC, many researchers emphasize the limitations of the 
therapeutic value of the TRC for individuals (Gibson, 2006; Hayner, 2000; 
Krog, 1999). Minow argues that we actually know very little about the process 
of “societal healing.” What we do know, she argues, is that “victims, 
perpetrators, and bystanders stand in different relationships to the underlying 
events and to the prospect of healing” (Minow, 1999, p. 57). Minow warns of 
the application of psychological theories on the collective that have only been 
proven to work for individuals.  

 
FOUR PROBLEM S  

The economic, political, and cultural versions of the macro perspective reflect 
different thematic, analytical and even moral concerns. But they share their 
treatment of Afrikaners as a homogenous collective. They view Afrikaners 
from above; a distance that obscures internal variety. The representation of 
Afrikaners as “one” (people or volk) has deep roots in the political history of 
South Africa.3 However, the persistence of this homogenizing perspective in 
the literature, after the democratic transition, is unfortunate. If there is 
anything to learn from studying cultural and identity change among 
Afrikaners, it is in the variety of voices, the fragmentation of the nationalist 
narrative, and the intense public debate among Afrikaners about their place 
and role in the new South Africa. It is the unmaking and fracturing of the 
nationalist collective that reveals the dysfunctional mechanisms of change and 
the emotional rollercoaster of Afrikaner life in South Africa after apartheid. 
This is the first problem I want to address.  
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A second problem these studies share is that the macro perspective 
stresses the words and deeds of top-level politicians and the economic elite, 
over the lived realities of everyday Afrikaners. For too long the Afrikaners 
have been understood—in part by their own doing—as a homogeneous 
group that follows its leaders. The strength of the collective has been a 
hallmark of Afrikaner nationalism. But to probe the experiences of Afrikaners 
in the age of democracy is to capture the ambiguous contours of change. It is 
to explore beyond the media hype and beneath the rhetoric of politicians, 
into the lives of their constituents. To seek such voices is often to grapple 
with inconsistency and antagonisms. One must, for instance, grapple with the 

issue of gender. How do Afrikaner women cope with the transition? Is it 
different from the responses of their husbands, even though they have the 
same class position? Such questions demand a study below the macro level.  

The third problem is not something these studies share but create 
together. Because the three macro perspectives developed separately and little 
interdisciplinary work is being done, they leave a large gap between materialist 
concerns and ideological developments. For instance, how does the 
experience of cultural change vary along class lines? Can one’s Afrikaner 
identity be replaced by a capitalist ideology? Studies on the TRC never refer 
to what has happened in the political economy; studies on the political 
economy do not approach questions about the burden of collective guilt or 
the problem of racism; the debate about changing political identities hardly 
seems to touch base with the experience of being “Afrikaner.” Indeed, for all 
that is written about the economic, political, and cultural transformations, few 
studies have intersected the study of culture with that of class and the 
emotional burden of the past. And yet, historically, it is the intersection of 
class and race in such questions that makes the study of South Africa so 
unique. 

The fourth problem pertains to contradictions between these economic, 
political, and cultural accounts. If what happened, in political economic 
terms, was an “elite transition” why is there discontent among Afrikaners? If 
Afrikaner politics are declared dead, why did so little change? Are there 
different politics, which the terminology of resurgent nationalism and racism 
cannot capture? (Blaser, 2004; Grobbelaar, 1998; Kriel, 2006) A meso-level 
perspective can help to bridge the gap between the perspectives, but also look 
at issues of class, gender, and generation together. Is it easier for the 
economic elite to change its culture? Or is the Afrikaner lower middle class, 
given its closer racial contact and similar economic position, more easily 
affiliated with working-class blacks?  

It is impossible to fully understand Afrikaners’ variety of responses to 
democracy from a macro perspective. Their responses have been neither as 
immobile nor monolithic as these perspectives suggest. Indeed, some 
Afrikaners have been creative and innovative in both adapting to and resisting 



A VIEW FROM THE MIDDLE : 17 

 

the new post-apartheid dispensation. The spectacular collapse of the National 
Party and traditional white politics has in part masked the continuity of white 
privilege and new manifestations of privilege and power. The loss of political 
power by no means determined a loss of economic or cultural power. 
Sweeping statements about an “elite transition,” “resurgent Afrikaner 
nationalism,” or continuing “racism” obscure more than they illuminate—at 
best, they only tell partial truths about the mindset of current-day Afrikaners 
and their place in post-apartheid South Africa. The character of the economic 
transition and the continuity of white resistance, economically and culturally, 
remained hidden. So many academics and the public alike were busy looking 

for “positive change” and “radical transformation” that those subtleties and 
unlikely continuities remained unreported.    

2.3 PERSPECTIVES FROM BELOW 

If we shift our attention away from the top and focus on the lives of ordinary 
Afrikaners, we see flexibility and a variety of responses. Recent micro studies 
on Afrikaners and whiteness root the identity work of ordinary whites in 
social and cultural analysis (Blaser, 2004; Vincent, 2008) Steyn’s work in 
particular shows how Afrikaners problematize their identity and are looking 
for creative redefinitions (Steyn, 2001, 2004, 2005). She exposes the multiple 

issues Afrikaners struggle with in relation to their ethnic identity: the 
recognition that they struggle; the confusion, self-pity, and nostalgia; the 
anxiety about loss of self, and the explicit and blunt rage against the new 
order; the face-saving device of (re)casting the Afrikaner as a victim in need 
of special attention; the quest for the essence of “Afrikaansness” and its 
redefinition as an indigenous culture by focusing on language, Christianity, 
history, sports and literature; the search for belonging and a way to organize 
themselves as a group; and the need of (international) protection. Steyn 
concludes that Afrikaner “white talk” plays a creative and aggressively 
constitutive role in identity formation. 

While this study explores the shifting terrain of race and culture at the 
institutional level, it finds inspiration in the work of many others at the 
grassroots level. After apartheid, a new generation of scholars that studied 
race and identity moved beyond reproducing the identity categories of the 
apartheid system. They explored the complexity, contradictions and 
emotional tensions in the “identity work” of South Africans; the constant 
effort to locate themselves in relationship to others, and thereby change and 
move boundaries between “us” and “them.” (Ansell, 2006; Comaroff, 2009; 
R. Davies, 2009; Dolby, 2002; Mbembé, 2001; Norval, 1996; Wasserman & 
Jacobs, 2003). They have different emphases: Nuttall and Michael argue for 
the importance of cultural studies in the study of identity (S. Nuttall & 
Michael, 2000). Zegeye is more concerned with political identities (Zegeye, 
2001). Alexander warns for the danger of culture studies that lack political 
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relevance and studies of political identities that lack roots in everyday 
experience (P. Alexander et al., 2006, p. 14). He advocates a broad 
sociological outlook.  

Afrikaners’ identity struggles have also been connected to gender 
struggles. These gender studies show that during Afrikaner nationalism 
patriarchy and hegemonic masculinity played a central role (Morell, 2001; 
Swart, 2001). Apartheid South Africa was a system of segregated and 
competing patriarchies, where the patriarchy of Afrikaners mirrored the 
patriarchies in the Bantustans (Morrell, 1998). The white male was historically 
constructed as dominant, a defender, a leader, and associated with symbols of 

war, hardship, and the struggle of survival. In economic terms, he was 
privileged. Being white, male and Afrikaans meant for a long time being kept 
from poverty, with employment in the traditional Afrikaner preserves like the 
mines, the railways, the police, and the civil service; jobs that were handed 
down “from father to son.” After apartheid, Swart sees Afrikaner men in 
crisis: “Afrikaner masculinity moved from a hegemonic, indeed an exemplary 
identity, to a socially marginalized, and in many sectors, an actively 
dishonored identity” (Swart, 2001, p. 77). Epstein is more optimistic and 
predicts new and unpredictable ways of being men. She identifies institutions 
as having an important contextual role in shaping new identities (Epstein, 
1998). 

What these studies share is that they are inspired by scholars like 
Zygmunt Bauman and Stuart Hall, who argue that identities are socially 
constructed. They see identity not so much as essence, but as a “search” or 
“quest”—a process of becoming, as Zygmunt Bauman put it.4 They relate 
identity talk to uncertainty and a search for belonging and identification. They 
argue that we should focus on what the search for identity does for people 
and how we use the resources of history, language, and culture, but also 
economy in this process. Identity, Hall summarized this position, is more 
about becoming than being (Hall, 1996, p. 4).  

The problem is that most micro studies do not analyze the institutional 
contexts in which identity discourses and narratives are created and 
reproduced. The recent studies of Steyn, Blaser, Morell, and Swart rely on a 
nuanced analysis of Afrikaner individuals and their narratives. Nevertheless, 
the studies ultimately are unsatisfying in their typologies of individuals. They 
lack the necessary context for these typologies to make sociological sense. 
The shaping of institutions like work, home, and school may privilege some 
identities and discursive strategies over others. Micro-perspective scholars like 
Steyn emphasize change, variety, and fragmentation but do not put in place a 
framework to understand newly emerging patterns. At times, they rely on the 
idea that identities are only memories or narratives about the past, without 
giving the institutional contexts their proper attention. Moreover, the lack of 
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context gives some of the studies a rather idiosyncratic character, that of an 
isolated story about a strange cultural tribe in a faraway place. 

2.4 PERSPECTIVE FROM THE MIDDLE  

The central question a meso perspective addresses is how average Afrikaners’ 
stories of transition and cultural adjustment connect to larger institutional 
shifts in society. In South Africa, the grand narratives of the transition 
obscure the developments and movements in the daily life of ordinary 
Afrikaners: the many small transitions in schools, at work and in the 
neighborhoods with a variety of outcomes for different groups. After all, 
culture, identity, and belonging are rooted in social and physical relationships 
at school, in the neighborhood, and in the workplace. Institutional spheres 
have their own dynamic, as sociologists Hochschild and Duyvendak show. 
They also stand in dynamic relationship to each other, when it comes to 
identity and belonging (Duyvendak, 2011; Hochschild, 1997). Change in the 
institutional sphere forces people to constantly recreate new ways of 
identifying. Ultimately, whether you are white or black, wealthy or middle 
class, man or woman, old or young often matters greatly in how you 
experience changes in society; the ways in which these identity categories 
intersect counts. An intersectional analysis looks at Afrikaners not as a 

monolithic whole but through the lenses of race, class, gender, and 
generation. 

This study reflects the perspective from anthropologists such as Veena 
Das and Thomas Blom Hansen, and sociologists such as Arlie Hochschild 
and Jan Willem Duyvendak. They argue for the close attention to personal 
narratives within the context of their formation in communities and 
institutional spheres. They ask questions like: how are institutions implicated 
in allowing or disallowing voice? How do institutions and communities 
anchor feelings of belonging? (Das, 2000; Duyvendak, 2011; Hansen, 2006). 
If we discuss Afrikaners’ narratives in a recognizable place, say, in the 
institutional context of a desegregated school or a gated community, and 
analyze the narratives in an institutional framework, the portrait becomes not 
only more accessible, but also more vivid and useful. A view from the middle 
is able to combine insights from the macro level; for instance, how neoliberal 
developments have shaped institutions, with the microanalyses of individual 
identity narratives.      

As a starting point, this study allows Afrikaners to speak for themselves. 
It probes the cultural and emotional experiences of Afrikaners as individuals 
in their own words. By closely examining their stories, we can identify 
emotional patterns that are not black and white but more accurately described 
by words such as “longing,” “resentment,” “yearning,” and “squirming.” 
Indeed, a descriptive language that is rich in emotional content and subtle in 
its analysis of new patterns. More than 150 interviews with various groups of 
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Afrikaners form the essential building blocks of this study. By giving 
Afrikaners a voice, I hope to not only capture their emotional turmoil and 
struggle to change, but also to do justice to their unique moral position. If we 
truly seek to understand Afrikaners—not to excuse or absolve them—then 
we must first discover how they understand themselves. For all their 
culpability for the crimes of the past, Afrikaners have rarely been studied 
without a prior judgmental perspective or through their own words (But see 
Crapanzano, 1986; H. B. Giliomee, 2010). 

However, in order to understand and explain the variety of responses of 
Afrikaners, we need to analyze them within the institutional context of their 

daily lives. If we are to illuminate how Afrikaners experience the transition to 
democracy and how over a period of time, they absorbed the transformation, 
encouraged it, rejected it, and lived with it, we have to adopt a meso 
perspective. By embracing such a perspective, a compelling image can emerge 
about both the flexibility and limits of cultural change in the everyday lives of 
Afrikaners. As a group, they experienced change in a multitude of ways and 
this study aims to illustrate the arc of change. An institutional perspective 
allows for the analysis of the present, but also how institutions shape 
Afrikaners’ relationship to the past. Olick and Robbins use the term “social 
memory” to capture the varieties of forms through which the pasts shapes us 
(Olick & Robbins, 1998). They argue for the study of distinct sets of 
“mnemonic practices” in various institutional sites. Such an approach enables 
us to identify ways in which past and present are intertwined, without reifying 
a mystical group mind. It clarifies the relationship between the workings of 
social memory and power, class and contestation.  

In post-apartheid South Africa, new and national “white politics” haven’t 
emerged out of Afrikaners’ protest (or that of other whites) against 
affirmative action, racial desegregation, and crime. The white minority is too 
small in numbers for such a concerted effort, the exception being the 
dominance of the Democratic Alliance at the regional level of the Western 
Cape (Besteman, 2008; Leon, 2008).5 Nevertheless, white Southerners’ 
response against the civil rights movement provides an interesting 
comparison, as detailed in recent historical studies about desegregation in the 
South in the 1950s and 1960s (Kruse, 2005; Lassiter, 2007) and studies by 
historians on whites’ protest against affirmative action (Deslippe, 2012). 
Although no historical or geographical analogy is exactly alike, these studies 
show how new white politics emerged out of institutional developments at 
the local level. In particular, this body of research shows how lower-middle-
class whites bore the brunt of the consequences of early desegregation of 
public urban services like parks and pools, transportation and schools. The 
researchers located the origins of a new political language in the local 
experience of desegregation and the protests of lower-middle-class whites 
against the success of the civil rights movement. It is at the local level that the 
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protest language coalesced around the anti-government themes of 
privatization, individual rights, and color-blindness. The bottom-up social 
movement only later developed into the national Republican Party strategy of 
Nixon and Reagan, whose neoliberal policies were to serve the shrinking 
white majority in the United States. 

The white Southerns’ new political language of privatization and 
individual rights, which emerged at the local and institutional levels, provides 
an interesting starting point for a new terminology for Afrikaner politics after 
1994; a terminology that takes into account developments in the day-to-day 
life of the ordinary Afrikaner. I believe my institutional perspective is a good 

way to start. For example, the experience of educational desegregation, new 
forms of urban segregation, and protests against affirmative action might add 
up to new white politics. In post-apartheid South Africa, due to the focus on 
reactionary stands by Afrikaner extreme right-wing leaders (like Eugène 
Terre’blanche) and their hollow threats of violence, Afrikaner political 
opposition has been understood in old nationalistic terms, which aims to 
resist the new post-apartheid disposition. Opposition has been framed as a 
call to return to apartheid, Afrikaner nationalism, and the white racism of the 
past. Some Afrikaners, of course, do want to go back and a small group of 
Afrikaners did protest the transition to democracy violently with bloody and 
brutal consequences. But this was only a very small minority. The focus of 
this study is on the majority of Afrikaners who want to go forward. The 
challenge is to move away from using old essentialist analytical terms and 
categories for distinctly new situations.  

2.5 CONCLUSION   

In everyday life, Afrikaners after apartheid are embroiled in the formation of 
a neoliberal South Africa. The explorations of the experience of Afrikaners in 
different institutions detail how everyday life for all groups of Afrikaners has 
radically taken new shape—albeit very differently for different classes of 
Afrikaners. In this book, I theorize the institutional contexts of work, living 
and education in the introductory chapters of each part. The challenge is to 
work toward a new analytical language of understanding that also does justice 
to cultural and emotional change. This is a challenge that goes beyond the 
need for a new vocabulary to study race. It also goes beyond seeing Afrikaans 
reconceived as a kind of hip Creole, full of subversive nuance. Ultimately, 
understanding Afrikaners after apartheid is not only about the level of 
analysis, it is also about developing theoretical conceptual lenses. The 
challenge is to conceptualize a subtle analytical language to study Afrikaners 
in everyday institutional contexts and to capture and analyze their culture in 
their own words without relying on outdated critical concepts—but with an 
eye on the political dimension. 



 



 

 

3. Understanding Afrikaners after Apartheid 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents the main concepts of this study. The challenge here is 
to develop conceptual lenses that allow asking empirical questions about the 
process of coming to terms with the past, and the present. Cultural trauma 
theory presents a dynamic framework to study the process of coming to 
terms with the past. The chapter begins with a discussion of the theory of 
Alexander and colleagues and how it can be used to study Afrikaners after 
apartheid, specifically to study intragroup differences in the interaction 
between culture and emotions among Afrikaners. However, Afrikaners also 
have to come terms with the present. Therefore, I contrast cultural trauma 
theory with three theoretical approaches that clarify the process of coming to 
terms with the present. Postcolonial theory emphasizes the prominence of 
emotional ambivalence among former dominant white settler communities. 
New racism theory suggests a transition from racial dominance and racial hate 
to racial discomfort and disgust among white South Africans after apartheid. 

Whiteness theorists stress the importance of the defense of privilege and 
emotional belonging for former dominant white minorities. I argue that in the 
end, the explanatory value of these theories for the struggle of Afrikaners is 
an open empirical question.  

3.2 THE MEANING OF “COMING TO TERMS”  

Since the formation of the TRC, the idea of coming to terms with the past is 
central to discussions about apartheid, and seen as the major impediment to a 
more democratic society (Meredith & Rosenberg, 1999). It is often used as 
the natural complement to the idea of trauma. “All South Africans face the 

challenge of coming to terms with the past,” president Nelson Mandela said 
at the beginning of the TRC, “in ways which will enable us to face the future 
as a united nation at peace with itself” (Mandela, 13 February 1996). In the 
final report of the TRC, Desmond Tutu did not question whether we have 
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come to terms with the past, but how. “It is this contemporary history—
which began in 1960 when the Sharpville disaster took place and ended with 
the wonderful inauguration of Nelson Mandela as the first democratically 
elected president of the Republic of South Africa—it is this history with 
which we have had to come to terms. We could not pretend it did not 
happen. Everyone agrees that South Africans must deal with that history and 
its legacy. It is how we do this that is in question—a bone of contention 
throughout the life of the commission, right up to the time when this report 
was being written. And I imagine we can assume that this particular point will 
remain controversial for a long time to come” (TRC, 1997, p. 1). 

The concept of “coming to terms” was first popularized by the German 
sociologist Theodor Adorno, after World War II.1 Adorno was troubled with 
how the spell of the past remained in the present. In his essay on the meaning 
of coming to terms with the past (Was bedeutet die Aufarbeitung der 
Vergangenheit?), he actually criticized the usefulness of the terminology of 
“coming to terms” for perpetrator groups, like the Germans in post-war 
Germany. Shortly after the war, Adorno had started a research project that 
questioned the dominant attitude among Germans to deny guilt and desire to 
“forgive and forget.” Germans, Adorno concluded, wanted to put the past 
behind them and “get on with life.” Adorno argued that the idea of coming 
to terms with the past was inappropriate for Germans, with its double 
meaning of reconciliation and receiving articulation. Moreover, Adorno 
argued that the main problem in the 1960s was that National Socialism and 
its roots still existed within democracy.2 The guilt question is important, he 
said, but coming to terms with the present should be the main concern. 
Societal structures had not changed enough to believe the evils of National 
Socialism had gone away. He demanded more self-reflection from the 
Germans, and warned for new mechanisms that caused racial prejudices.  

In post-apartheid South Africa, it is not always evident whether 

Afrikaners’ emotional turmoil is related to the past or the present, as I 
showed in the first chapter. Afrikaners really face two challenges: to come to 
terms with the past and to come to terms with the present. Adorno’s critical 
distinction, between people’s engagement with the past and the problem of 
ideological continuity in the present, is a good starting point to look at 
Afrikaners after apartheid from a cultural sociological perspective. His 
analysis suggests drawing a theoretical distinction between the process of 
coming to terms with the apartheid past and coming to terms with the 
democratic present. Like the Germans, Afrikaners are a perpetrators group. 
They have to come to terms with the apartheid past. However, Afrikaners are 
also confronted with their cultural habits and practices in the present, their 
loss of dominance, their racism, and their loss of position of white privilege. 
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Cultural sociology provides a rich set of theories and theoretical concepts to 
clarify both the process of coming to terms with the past and the present.  

3.3 COMING TO TERMS WITH THE PAST 

The most prominent analytical lens to study how people come to terms with 
the past is that of trauma. Recent theories use trauma as an analytic device to 
relate present suffering to past violence (Jeffrey C. Alexander, 2012; Caruth, 
1996; Fassin et al., 2009). “Suffering” here is conceptualized broadly, as the 
emotional struggle to come to terms with the past. The concept of trauma is 

to connect, and connote, cultural and emotional processes in sociology, 
cultural studies, and anthropology (Erikson, 1976, 1995; Hayner, 2000; Jelin, 
2003; Kaplan, 2005; Robben & Suárez-Orozco, 2000). Few sociological 
theorists have drawn this connection more eloquently and rigorously than 
Jeffrey Alexander and Ron Eyerman, with their theory of cultural trauma. 
Alexander and colleagues present a theory that addresses the dynamic of 
culture and emotions in the creation of cultural traumas (Jeffrey C Alexander 
et al., 2004).  

Alexander believes that a cultural trauma occurs when “(M)embers of a 
collectivity feel they have been subjected to a horrendous event that leaves an 
indelible mark upon their group consciousness, marking their memories 
forever and changing their future identity in fundamental and irrevocable 
ways” (Jeffrey C Alexander et al., 2004, p. 1). A cultural trauma is not a 
product of strained social relationships, as sociologist Kai Erikson originally 
suggested when he introduced the term “collective trauma.”3 Nor is a cultural 
trauma directly rooted in experience, like psychologists suggest. It is not even 
a product of remembrance, as some psychoanalytical historians argue.4 
Cultural trauma theorists see trauma as incurred by culture and experienced 
collectively.    

Cultural trauma theorists claim that they use the term cultural trauma 
empirically; a trauma is something that is socially constructed but also an 
emotional condition. According to Alexander and colleagues, crimes that lead 
to traumas can either be committed by collectivities or on collectivities, an 
assertion they demonstrate in their choice of case studies that include the 
cases of the Germans after World War II and the place of the Holocaust in 
American society (Jeffrey C Alexander et al., 2004; Eyerman, 2001; Eyerman, 
Alexander, & Breese, 2011). A cultural trauma, then, does not occur naturally 
but is constructed by society (Sztompka, 2000b). It is the emphasis on 
construction that sets their approach apart from mainstream psychological 
theories of trauma (Caruth, 1996).  

Cultural trauma is a subjective condition of people but produced through 
social construction. This paradox is explained by Alexander as follows: a 
social crisis becomes a cultural crisis “if collective actors decide to represent 
social pain as a fundamental threat to their sense of who they are, where they 
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came from, and where they want to go (Jeffrey C Alexander et al., 2004, p. 
3).”  

To look at Afrikaners after apartheid through the lens of cultural trauma 
is seductive. Afrikaners are preoccupied by the stigma that apartheid has left. 
They seem to feel threatened in their collective identity: being Afrikaans has 
become for many a problem. As a group, they debate the meaning of 
apartheid but also the meaning of what it means to be Afrikaans. However, 
there are also some tensions in the theory of cultural trauma—three exactly—
that need further elaboration.   
 
THREE TENSIONS IN CULTURAL TRAUM A THE ORY  

The first is that individualist and collectivist tensions run through cultural 
trauma theory, where theorists argue that trauma is experienced collectively 
(Jeffrey C Alexander et al., 2004). Cultural trauma theorists see trauma as 
indirectly incurred by culture, and make a leap from individual level 
phenomenon to the collective level by presupposing that culture has a 
mediating role between historical experience and subjective experience.5 Then 
how do we understand culture if it will have a traumatizing effect?  

There is considerable disagreement among cultural sociologists about 

how culture and the search for meaning relates to behavior and action.6 

Jeffrey Alexander endorses a Durkheimian idea about culture (Jeffrey C. 
Alexander, 2003, 2005; Jeffrey C Alexander et al., 2004; Wuthnow & Witten, 
1988). It presents culture as a set of integrated symbols, beliefs, and ideas that 
are the result of social interaction between members of a group (Jeffrey C.  
Alexander, 1990; Durkheim, 1915). In Alexander’s view, culture consists of 
structures like myths and narratives that both constrain and enable action at 
the same time. The task of cultural sociologists, in this view, is to bring these 
unconscious cultural structures to light, show why they are meaningful, and 
illuminate their compulsive power.7  

By contrast, cultural sociologists Swidler, Tilly, Lamont, and DiMagio 
argue that even though culture is everywhere in the accounts people give, it is 
also diffuse, inconsistent, and unclear in its effects (DiMagio, 1997; Swidler, 
1986, 2001; Charles Tilly, 2004). Rather than having a coherent worldview, 
people need enough beliefs to adapt to changing circumstances without 
losing the conviction that somehow the world makes sense. Culture helps 
people to find the right words, actions and rationales to express meaning and 
strategies of actions. Culture, in short, is a toolkit: a box full of tools for 
people to make sense of their lives in their accounts of everyday life 
(DiMagio, 1997; Swidler, 1986).  

The difference between these approaches is illustrated in how they study 
collective and cultural identity. Collective identity, in cultural trauma theory, is 
defined in Durkheimian sociological terms, as the identity of a group as a sui 
generis entity (Durkheim, 1982). Being Afrikaner, as a cultural identity, can also 
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be defined more flexible. After all, identity is a perception of a shared status 
or relation; the social identity of a person as a group member (Polletta & 
Jasper, 2001; Simon & Klandermans, 2001). Cultural identity categories are 
dynamically shaped through the formation of symbolic and social boundaries 
(Lamont, 2001; Lamont & Fournier, 1992). Symbolic boundaries are 
conceptual distinctions made by social actors to categorize objects, people, 
practices, and space (Lamont & Molnár, 2002, p. 168).8 Based on categories, 
people perform “boundary work” to define the “us” and the “them.” Social 
boundaries refer to objectified forms of social differences manifested in 
unequal access to and unequal distribution of resources and social 
opportunities. Cultural identities structure the moral life of groups, and often 
they find their way into more durable and institutionalized forms of social 
difference—as we saw with apartheid. Cultural trauma theorists see culture as 
a coherent force that powerfully shapes people’s thoughts, identities, and 
actions. For others, culture is a much more fragmented phenomenon. Indeed, 
the two strands of thinking conceptualize culture very differently.9 In the first 
view, the idea that culture can cause a trauma is seductive, because a 
worldview can distort reality. In the second reading of culture, the suggestion 
that culture causes a collective trauma is unlikely; culture seems too 
fragmented and too flexible to have such a function. In the end, the two post-
hermeneutic approaches leave the meaningfulness of culture as something to 
be explained (Kaufman, 2004). The question is how Afrikaners use culture to 
fabricate meaning in their lives.  

The second tension in cultural trauma theory is its emphasis on the 
collective stigmatized condition and its deemphasizing of people’s ability to 
manage stigma. Cultural trauma theorists define cultural trauma as a 
subjective condition resulting from a mark on the collective identity of a 
group.10 However, to define cultural trauma as an “end condition” is 
sociologically unlikely. People have agency and will respond if their collective 

identity is stigmatized. Goffman was the first to connect stigma and social 
identity (Goffman, 1963).11  He defined stigma as an attribute that is deeply 
discrediting. In his pioneering study of stigma, he explored the structural 
preconditions of stigma and argued that the “tribal stigma of race” is the 
most important stigma.  

Goffman had a subtle sociological eye and was a keen observer of the 
emotional uneasiness and anxiety that arises in the social interactions of the 
stigmatized, both inside the “normal” and the stigmatized. He argued that the 
stigmatized will attempt to correct its stigma, if he can, to counter status 
loss.12 Goffman maintained that the consequence of stigma is always context-
dependent and should be seen in relational terms. More recently, cultural 
sociologists like Lamont have empirically demonstrated Goffman insights, 
and displayed the variety of cultural resources that people use to respond to 
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stigmatization, prejudice and discrimination. Lamont discusses a range of 
destigmatization strategies that minority groups mobilize, and how these 
strategies are enabled and constrained by cultural repertoires, institutions, and 
national ideologies (Lamont & Mizrachi, 2011). For sociologists like Goffman 
and Lamont, incurring a trauma is just one possible result of stigma.  

 The third tension within cultural trauma theory exists between cultural 
analysis and emotional explanations.13 Elsewhere, Alexander has stressed the 
important role of emotions in cultural sociology (Jeffrey C. Alexander, 
2003).14 Cultural trauma theorists present the problem of cultural trauma 
explicitly as having both cultural and emotional dimensions. Their ambition 
clearly is to explain the emotional impact of historic events. However, 
because they define cultural trauma theory as applicable to both victims and 
perpetrators (and these groups are unlikely to experience the same emotions 
about the past) they have to be unclear about the actor’s emotional 
relationship to the historic event.15 The solution seems to be to speak of 
culture as a process of social construction when it comes to cultural trauma, 
but to fall back on structural representations of culture when they want to 
explain the function and origins of emotions.16  

The connection between cultural trauma and emotions can be clarified 
with the work of Arlie Hochschild.17 Her theory of emotion management 
conceptualizes culture’s influence on feelings as a set of social norms 
(Hochschild, 1979, 1983). Hochschild argues that people actively shape their 
emotions through their will. Such efforts go beyond simply controlling or 
suppression but exist of the active shaping of emotions cognitively, physically 
or verbally. She calls this emotion management: the conscious efforts people 
make to direct their feelings. However, Hochschild argues that we appraise 
our emotions not in the abstract but always in dialogue with our 
environment; society which demands we feel in a certain way.18 The set of 
social norms that determine how we are supposed to feel are called feeling 

rules: “a set of latent social rules” of which we are hardly conscious 
(Hochschild, 1979, p. 564).  

Cultural and ideological change, Hochschild suggest, can lead to 
conflicting feeling rules. She writes, “Part of what we refer to as the 
psychological effect of ‘rapid social change’ or ‘unrest’ is a change in the 
relation of feeling rule to feeling and a lack of clarity about what the rule 
exactly is, owing to conflicts and contradictions between contending sets of 
rules” (Hochschild, 1979, p. 567). Hochschild identifies two mechanisms that 
cause the psychological effect of cultural change. First, the relationship 
between feelings and feeling rules changes, and this changes experience. 
Second, possible conflicts and contradictions arise between contending sets 
of rules. Cultural or ideological change thus leads to a lack of fit between 
what people feel and what they are supposed to feel (See also Thoits, 1989, p. 
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181).19 There is something intuitively right about Hochschild’s idea of 
conflicting feeling rules. For instance, Afrikaners, who used to take pride in 
their old flag that represented their country, can, in the post-apartheid 
situation, no longer take the same pride in the flag. In fact, they are asked to 
take pride in the new flag of South Africa. Nevertheless, her theory leaves 
two important aspects unclear.   

The first aspect is that the demands for emotion management are very 
different for different groups in society. Hochschild herself discussed the 
differences for men and women in emotion management (Hochschild, 1983). 
But differences go beyond gender; people’s structural class position in society 
seems to matter greatly for the type and amount of emotion management. 
Kemper specifically criticized Hochschild for being vague about how 
emotion management is related to someone’s social location, power and 
status (Kemper, 1981; 1990, p. 215; Turner & Stets, 2005). It is not hard to 
imagine how the enforcement of new feeling rules and the disruption of daily 
praxis vary across the social structure, depending on power and status, and 
thus on class. In one of the few studies on class and emotions, Andrew Sayer 
argues that the experience of shame particularly varies across the social 
structure, with the lower classes experiencing the brunt of the burden of 
shame (Sayer, 2005).    

A second aspect is that Hochschild never precisely defines what emotions 
are—and thus cannot explain whether the management of some emotions is 
harder than others.20 As I argued in the first chapter, emotions according to 
cognitive appraisal theory are related to what we find valuable in life, what 
gives our life personal meaning and it is through the process of appraisal that 
we determine what this is (Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 1991; LeDoux, 1998).21 
Moreover, a cognitive appraisal theory suggests that every emotion has a 
specific cognitive pattern. This claim aligns well with Scheff’s argument that 
emotions should be named and defined in order to be usefully investigated 

(Scheff, 2000). Like Scheff, and also Barbalet, I therefore define different 
emotions before I explore their sociological workings (Barbalet, 2002). 
Ultimately, emotions tell people—and therefore researchers—how changes in 
surroundings affect them.22 

3.4 COMING TO TERMS WITH THE PRESENT 

Afrikaners after apartheid confront a number of cultural and emotional 
challenges that are unique to their group, but are not directly related to 
coming to terms with the apartheid past. For instance, how to unlearn racism 
and grow adjusted to a life without white privilege? These questions are 

related to the ideology of Afrikaner nationalism, but at the same time they are 
about what it means to live in South Africa today. What makes a postcolonial 
society different from the Western world, particularly for a white minority 
that has lost political power? I address these questions under the header 



UNDERSTANDING AFRIKANERS AFTER APARTHEID : 30 

 

 
“Coming to Terms with the Present”—a reference to what I see as the 
constant challenge for Afrikaners to face South Africa’s new democratic, 
post-apartheid reality. There are three theoretical strands I draw inspiration 
from: postcolonial theory, new racism theories, and whiteness studies. Each 
theoretical approach offers an alternative way of looking at Afrikaners after 
apartheid. They do not necessarily contradict the theory of cultural trauma. In 
fact, they can enrich the theory with complementary insights into how culture 
and emotions can be integrated in sociological analysis. 
 
POSTCOLONIAL THEORY AND EM OTIONAL AM BIVALENCE  

Postcolonial theorists emphasize the uniqueness of the (post-)colonial 
context, and the consequences for the relationship of the political with the 
psychological (McCulloch, 1983). Fanon was the first to point to the 
unprecedented violent character of the colonial encounter, not just physical, 
but also cultural and psychological (Fanon, 1967, 1968). Racism, for instance, 
for Fanon was never a phenomenon that is just about economic or political 
inferiority. Rather, it was the transformation of economic inferiority into 
subjective inferiority for the black men, which concerned him.23 More 
recently, others emphasize the extreme asymmetries of power that remain in 

postcolonial countries like post-apartheid South Africa, and the racial gaps 
that separate affluence and poverty, and possession from dispossession 
(Bhabha, 1994; Mannoni, 1990; Young, 2001). To understand the 
consequences of these extremities, theorists like Fanon and Bhabha move 
continually between the registers of the sociopolitical and the psychological, 
to highlight the emotional tensions, ambivalences, and contradictions these 
extreme differences cause in postcolonial societies.  

Postcolonial theory is not just explicitly psychological in it concerns; it 
also contends that the consequences of the (post-)colonial encounter cannot 
be understood without attending to their psychological effects (A. A. Cheng, 
1997). Such an approach reveals the slipperiness of meaning in the 
postcolonial context; a result of the emotional ambivalences that characterize 
the social and racial relationships within postcolonial society. How does this 
relate to white South Africans? Where Fanon assumed that the white man 
projected his fears and guilt onto the black man, Bhabha sees the postcolonial 
situation typified by both desire and hate relations. It is exactly the mixture of 
emotions, Bhabha argues, the positive pull and negative push, which explains 
the emotional complexity of the white man’s desires. The psychological 
“production of difference” is marked by the uncertainty of the (post-)colonial 
relationship (Bhabha, 1994, p. 63). It is not the structure of meaning that 
defines postcolonial culture, but the wavering of meaning. Identifications in 
the postcolonial world are unsure and ambivalent. Anxieties and instability 
underlie postcolonial power relationships, and produce conflicting emotions 
that result in slippages of identity and identification.24   
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Postcolonial theory often suffers from obscure language use and a lack of 

empirical data. Its underlying psychoanalytic framework is outdated, and I do 
not want to defend it here. This is probably also the reason why sociology, 
traditionally, has not engaged with this strand of theorizing (Bhambra, 2007; 
Goldthorpe; McLennan, 2003). However, postcolonial theory presents a 
convincing and original argument about how and why emotions matter in the 
study of whiteness, race, and racism, and how they relate to the instability of 
cultural meanings. A postcolonial context of great socio-economic and power 
differences, like that of post-apartheid South Africa, creates emotional 
tension, uncertainty and ambivalence, even among the dominant race. This 
particularity of the postcolonial condition challenges a rigid (Western) 
sociological approach based on cultural ideas about trauma and feeling rules. 
Instead, it asks for attention to contradictions in peoples’ identifications, 
sliding of meaning in their stories, and tensions in representations.    

 
NEW RACISM    

In South Africa, racism is often still defined as prejudice and hate of the racial 
other. But white racism has evolved in the wake of worldwide struggles 
against racism and the official end of white superiority. Ideas about race and 

racism have changed, and theories on race and racism have shifted with them 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Mullings, 2005). Surveys in the United States, for 
instance, document a massive positive change in social norms that has taken 
place regarding race (Bobo, 1998; Bobo & Charles, 2009).25 The shift in racial 
norms and the disappearance of systematic racial classification has some 
doubt the significance and usefulness of the concept of racism and its 
analytical value.26 They argue that modern racism is merely the outcome of 
“cultural fixation or a residue of historical prejudice.” Such a critique is not 
sufficiently helpful. As Selznick and Steinberg argue, racism is notoriously 
recalcitrant in the face of historical, discursive, and institutional change 
(Steinberg, 1969). New racism theorists argue that racism is constantly made 
and remade and change simply proves the fluidity, mutability and historical 
contingency of racism (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Sears & Henry, 2003; Sears, 
Sidanius, & Bobo, 2000).  

“Colorblind racism” defines new racism as a series of concealments and 
implicit statements. The essence of colorblind racism is that it “explains racial 
inequality as the outcome of nonracial dynamics” (Bonilla-Silva, 2006, p. 2). 
Also known as “unmarked racism” (F. V. Harrison, 2005) and “laissez-faire 
racism” (Bobo & Charles, 2009), the theory is rooted in the new way white 
people talk about race today; talk that often incorporates the oppositional 
language of the civil rights struggle. The new cultural discourse, with its 
emphasis on individual merit, freedom of choice, and cultural difference, 
facilitates the denial of racism because it conceals the “inner workings” of the 
social system by attributing contemporary inequality to individual culture or 
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meritocracy. The theory of symbolic racism, as proposed by David Sears, also 
theorizes the shift from open racial prejudices and racial hate to a new 
cultural talk characterized by conservative values and emotional uneasiness 
with blacks ( See also Giroux for the shift from race to cultural talk Giroux, 
2003). 27 Sears studied the response of white Americans to affirmative action 
policies in the 1970s. He discovered a clear shift from white superiority 
thinking to an emphasis on traditional cultural values and cultural differences 
in response to new social norms about race and racism(Sears, Laar, Carillo, & 
Kosterman, 1997; Sears et al., 2000). Symbolic racism defines modern racism 
as a blend of anti-black sentiment and conservative values, particularly 
individualism, hard work, self-reliance and punctuality (Sears & Henry, 2003, 
2005).28 Anti-black sentiment is mostly understood as a spontaneous and 
direct negative affect; it does not necessarily reflect open hostility or hate but 
rather a mix of discomfort, uneasiness, disgust, and sometimes fear (Dovidio, 
Gaertner, & Kawakami, 2003, p. 5).29 

New racism theories like “colorblind racism” and “symbolic racism” 
predict rapid cultural change after apartheid among white South Africans. 
Moreover, if laws and social norms shift in society when it comes to race, 
these theories suggest that cultural change is accompanied by shifting 
emotional patterns and new feeling rules among white South Africans. There 
are indications that after apartheid, racism is undergoing an ideological 
transition in South Africa.30 Some have pointed to new “culture talk” that 
privileges culture over race in defining difference. Erasmus and Ansell show 
that the rhetoric of multiculturalism and colorblindness is now employed by 
South African whites to suggest that the playing field has leveled (Ansell, 
2006; Erasmus, 2008). They link it also to opposition by whites to affirmative 
action, redistribution, and other forms of racial redress.  

New racism theories have been critiqued for their empirical vagueness 
and their limited relevance. Indeed, the theories raise several questions: Can 

we call implicit racism still racism (Mullings, 2005)? Haven’t new forms of 
exclusion and dispossession become more important than racism? The first 
question is mainly a semantic question. As long as race is around, people have 
to confront how to give meaning to it. To define regular patterns of racial 
prejudice as racism is justified. The second question is harder to answer. New 
forms of exclusion have emerged, which are explicitly not built on racism but 
rather on class and spatial exclusion. For instance, Harvey points to gating 
and gentrification as processes of dispossession and accumulation that do not 
rely on racism (Harvey, 2004). Nevertheless, this does not mean racism does 
not exist anymore.  

 
WHITENESS  

Whiteness studies focus on the various ways white people socially construct 
their racial identity, how they talk about it, and how they struggle with it 
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(Doane, 2003; Frankenberg, 1991; McIntyre, 1997; Roediger, 1999). Racism 
in whiteness studies is thus reconceptualized as the defense of white privilege, 
the culturally acceptable beliefs that defend social advantage based on race. 
This recognizes the structural or stratified nature of racial advantage without 
reducing race to class, and it takes racial consciousness seriously without 
analyzing it independently of social structure (Wellman, 1993, p. 25). In 
relationship to privilege, whiteness scholars emphasize the various ways in 
which whites negotiate the meaning of their skin color. Whites do so by 
minimizing, acknowledging, denying, embracing, or feeling guilty about its 
presupposed privileged status. White people’s assumptions concerning their 
own identity affect their (race) relationships and attitudes toward others. 
While early studies in the US made general claims about the invisibility of 
white privilege to white people, more recent work argues for the cultural, 
historical, and situational specificity of whiteness (Garner, 2006; Mc 
Dermont, 2005). Whiteness means different things in different times and 
places, as studies in various cities and neighborhoods in the United States 
show (Hartigan, 1999; Kefalas, 2003; McDermott, 2006; Wray, 2006).  

Although whiteness is often studied through a social constructivist lens, 
scholars argue that it is just as well a “way of feeling.” Ahmed, for instance, 
discusses the interplay of love and hate in the creation of whiteness (Ahmed, 
2004, 2007). She points out how whiteness is celebrated through calls to love 
one’s heritage, belonging, and history. If whiteness is about excluding 
difference, Hook comments, it is difficult to image a more effective discursive 
warrant than that of love to do the job of exclusion (Hook, 2005a). More 
broadly, whiteness scholars suggest that feelings of belonging, nostalgia and 
collective memory should never be disconnected from the study of whiteness 
and racism, but critically examined in relation to one another (See also Gilroy, 
2004; Hook, 2006). Hook argues that whiteness and emotions are often 
ambivalently connected through the instrumentalization of the past. 

Whiteness operates through emotional allusion and references to the past, 
and to artifacts and values of a less inclusive time and culture (Hook, 2005b). 
Emotions are used to selectively idealize aspects of the past while effectively 
erasing others. Tacit emotional references to a racist past are often used in 
combination with the outward commitment to nonracialism. Hook suggests 
that this gives whiteness and new racism something neurotic. Racism is 
openly disavowed but the racist past is tacitly invoked to create community in 
the present. 

In South Africa, whites and Afrikaners were historically never unaware of 
their “whiteness.” White racial identity in South Africa has never been 
hidden, unacknowledged, invisible, or been taken for granted. As Helene 
Strauss notes, “(W)hiteness as dominant narrative has taken a “different 
guise” in South African context, where the settler minority never experienced 
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their whiteness and its attendant privileges as invisible” (Strauss, 2004). 
Rather, as Strauss argues, whiteness was practiced as a “culture of 
normativity” and as a “norm of universality.” However, after 1994 this has 
changed. Whiteness has become an ambivalent category (Steyn, 2001, 2004, 
2005). While whiteness remains, at times, a resource and dominant in racial 
hierarchy, it has also been destabilized for its association with apartheid. 

3.5 CONCLUSION 

How do Afrikaners come to terms with the past, and how do they come to 

terms with the present? This chapter built on the recent cultural turn in 
sociology that wants to put culture more at the heart of sociological research 
and incorporate meaning making in a more systematic way in analysis. I 
argued that cultural trauma theory is a productive lens to understand 
Afrikaners after apartheid. The theory foregrounds the role of culture—the 
meaning making process—in producing a traumatic emotional condition. The 
theory combines the role of stigma, cultural analysis, and emotional 
explanation. I revealed several tensions in the theory, which I resolved by 
introducing a flexible concept of culture and identity; the concept of symbolic 
boundaries; calling attention to destigmatization strategies; and emphasis on 
emotional management of specific emotions.  

My intersectional and institutional perspective, outlined in the previous 
chapters, demands a conceptualization of cultural trauma that allows for 
individual variety. Therefore, I defined culture not as a worldview or a 
structure, but as a toolkit. In my rendering of cultural trauma theory, a 
flexible conceptualization of cultural trauma still captures how culture can 
produce troublesome emotional conditions, without sacrificing individual 
differences. Moreover, I will be able to ask whether the burden of cultural 
trauma is divided unequally among Afrikaners. The boundary concept is a 
powerful tool to study cultural and identity change among Afrikaners. 
Boundaries vary across institutions and identity categories. Social distance, 
spatial distance, and symbolic distance interact in unpredictable ways. 
Pachucki et al. write that “institutions contextualize ethno-racial boundary-
work, explain variations in how ethno-racial boundaries constrain the use of 
specific standards of worth.” This study presents a systematic comparison of 
how institutions structure boundary-work across a range of institutions 
(Pachucki, Pendergrass, & Lamont, 2007, p. 337). There has been little 
research on how boundary work is influenced by emotions, but I see this as a 
potentially rich area of cross-fertilization (Lamont & Molnár, 2002, p. 170). 
Do people draw stricter boundaries (less permeable) when they are fearful or 

shameful? What happens to a group with a stigma? There are class and 
gender questions here too: how does boundary-making differ between 
Afrikaner men and women, rich and poor? Which boundaries are drawn 
between Afrikaners?  
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In the second part of this chapter, I theorized what it means to come to 

terms with the present. I showed how the connection between culture and 
emotions plays a central role in postcolonial theory, new racism theories, and 
whiteness studies. Postcolonial theorists highlight the permanent emotional 
tensions within postcolonial societies. New racism theory demonstrates the 
rapid shift in cultural racism, from racial hate to racial uneasiness, and from 
explicit to implicit race talk. Whiteness scholars problematize privilege and 
identity and its interrelationship. These theories suggest that Afrikaners’ 
troublesome emotional condition is not necessarily only related to the past, 
but also with the permanent struggle to make sense of South Africa’s post-
apartheid daily reality. Questions of racism or assumptions about white 
domination, central in new racism and whiteness studies, can also be 
translated into questions about which Afrikaners have become more inclusive 
or exclusive, in their definitions of self and other. In my study of different 
groups of Afrikaners, I focus both on the content and interpretive dimension 
of boundaries, and how they are shaped by and vary between institutions. 

The theoretical conversation in this chapter, between approaches from 
cultural sociology and the sociology of emotions, in addition to postcolonial 
theory and racism studies, aimed to give this study a solid theoretical 
grounding. In the next few chapters, I will analyze Afrikaners’ “mental maps” 
and their “models for living” in different institutions through these 
conceptual lenses. This approach deserves a sound methodology and a solid 
methodological grounding. 



 



 

 

4. Methodology 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I explicate the methodology and the methodological choices 
that underlie my research. I do this in three parts. In the first part, I build on 
insights from two strands of discourse analysis, discursive psychology and 
institutional discourse analysis, to explicate my own approach to discourse 
analysis, which also incorporates emotions. In the second part of this chapter, 
I juxtapose my discursive approach with intersectional analysis. It is through 
the intersection of class, gender, and generation that the working of cultural 
discourses and emotions reveals itself. In the third part, I interpret my case 
study approach, the case study choices, interview methods, several ethical 
considerations, and finally the limitations of this study.   

4.2 DISCOURSE ANALYSIS  

Discourse analysis studies how cultural knowledge is put to work. It is based 
on the idea that language profoundly shapes one’s cultural views of the world 
and one’s place in it, instead of only being a neutral medium mirroring it. An 
emphasis on language demands a discursive approach and a rationale 
underlying the discourse analysis. Discourse analysis is the study of “text” in 
its broadest sense. Discourse is a category that designates the broadly 
semiotic elements of social life and the intersubjective production of meaning 
(Moulaert & Jessop, 2009).1 Discourse, by definition, is what enables and 
constrains people. It enables by privileging some speakers over others. It 
constrains by having taboos and rituals, and by limiting the number of subject 
positions possible. Discourse analysis warns us to be skeptical of statements’ 
originality and people’s freedom of expression. It directs us also to what 

cannot be said. Discursive analysis is particularly useful when uncertainty and 
social contradictions undermine behavior and open new spaces for 
argumentation and rhetoric. In times of uncertainty, institutions and 
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discourses are crucial to the social construction and determination of meaning 
and culture. 

 
D I SCOURSE AS  A  WAY OF SEEING THE WORL D  

Discourse analysis emphasizes the role of written and spoken language in 
people’s constructing of the world, and the orientation of people toward 
social action (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Language is a dynamic form of social 
practice that shapes the social world and people’s identities, social relations, 
and understandings of the world.2 Discursive psychology, specifically, is about 
how people’s accounts of themselves, experiences, and events are established 
as solid, real, and stable, and how competing discourses are created as false 
and biased. It is about how people use identities as a resource and enlist them 
to accomplish the business of talk. Discursive psychologists use the concept 
of “interpretive repertoire” to emphasize that discourses are drawn upon in 
social interaction as flexible resources (Wetherell & Potter, 1992, p. 90).  

Methodologically, discursive psychology focuses on specific instances in 
which utterances (the discourse) are oriented toward action. Meaning is 
dependent on the particular use to which an utterance is put. Variation in 
people’s expressions and attitudes, discursive psychologists say, is the rule 
rather than the exception. Inconsistencies in people talk double as rhetorical 
strategies. In fact, people do not have isolated attitudes but these are rather 
part of a larger system of meaning. Philips and Jørgensen argue that people 
give meaning to their experiences by virtue of the words that are available: 
“The resulting meanings contribute to producing the experience rather than 
being merely a description of the experience or an ‘after-the-event’ 
occurrence. Phenomena only gain meaning through discourses” (Phillips & 
Jørgensen, 2002, p 103). Positioning is an integral part of meaning making 
processes. People construct accounts of themselves in interacting with others 
(B. a. H. Davies, R, 1990; Philips & Jorgensen, 1997).  

The approach of discursive psychology dovetails nicely with subjectivist 

understandings of culture and ethnicity in sociology (Brubaker, 2004; Cerulo, 
1997; DiMagio, 1997). Since constructivist accounts replaced objectivist 
approaches toward ethnicity, ethnicity is no longer defined in terms of 
objective commonalities, but in terms of participants’ beliefs, perceptions, 
understandings, and identifications. For all the postmodern talk about 
“fragmented” and “hyphenated” ethnic identities, individuals still identify 
“persons, actions, threats, problems, opportunities, obligations, loyalties, 
interests, and so on in racial, ethnic, or national terms rather than in terms of 
some other interpretive scheme” (Brubaker, 2004, p. 34). Although the 
connection between social categories and popular self-understanding has 
loosened, Brubaker suggests that we can nevertheless make cognitive 
assumptions about the way in which people parse, frame, and interpret their 
experience. 
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I propose to call this first perspective discourse as a way of seeing perspective on 
culture. This psychologically informed perspective sees culture (ethnicity and 
identity) not as something in this world but as a perspective on the world. It 
is a viewpoint from within. The perspective draws on discursive psychology 
and subjectivist approaches in sociology to emphasize that people see and 
interpret the world through particular schemata and frames. The perspective 
sees culture in action as a “toolbox” that people employ to explain their way 
of seeing and doing (Swindler, 1986). The center of interest is the individual’s 
uncertainty about the identification of the situation, the interpretative effort, 
and the discursive resources available (Jessop, 2001; Wagner, 1994, p. 274). It 

is the results of this effort that can make the situation a shared and common 
one.  

Critical discourse analysts and critical psychologists have critiqued such 
an approach for its failure to incorporate power and the material and 
institutional contexts (Fairclough, 1992 (a), 1993; Hook, 2001, 2007).3 They 
argue that Foucault and Said, the founding fathers of discourse analysis, never 
limited their analysis to text and the analysis of people’s interpretative 
repertoire. “Foucault points out,” Hook wrote, “that the power in language 
links to, and stems from, external, material, and tactical forms of power” 
(Hook, 2001, p. 536). Foucault urged researchers to engage in a broad way 
with discourse. He asked questions such as: how do discourses make claims 
about reality? What counts as reasonable knowledge? Which discourses are 
possible? (Foucault, 1971, 1980; Hook, 2007). Said also looked beyond text 
and argued that we should not grant too much power to it. According to him, 
discourse analysts need to “move in and out of text” to understand the 
workings of discourse (Said, 1983). Ultimately, both Foucault and Said 
suggest there is no clear boundary between discursive and extra-discursive; 
the focus should be on the discursive effects of the material and the material 
effects of the discursive (Hook, 2005a, p. 30).  
 
INSTITUTIONS AND T HE PRODUCTION OF D I SCOURSE PERSPECTIV E  

Discourse analysis is always about text and context, and connected to material 
relations. Discourses are anchored in material practices and institutionally 
supported. What we should study are the discursive qualities of the 
(supposedly) extra-discursive (Foucault, 1980; Hook, 2001). Analysis should 
not limit itself to the study of discourse as texts, interpretative repertoire, and 
the rhetorical strategies of speakers (Fairclough, 1993, p 25; Potter & 
Wetherell, 1987). As Hooks explains, Foucault and Said focused on three 
related issues: (1) the linkages between discourse and materiality; (2) the 
conditions of possibility; and (3) the historical circumstances (Foucault, 
1977).4 Firstly, Foucault sees discourse as effect and as instrument. His focus 
was on the omission of knowledge, materiality and power in discourse, rather 
than on the language itself (Hook, 2001). Secondly, every discourse is a 
language of control; discourse is the thing that is done. Discourse analysis is 
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rooted in a skepticism toward all those rationales, explanations and 
statements that would validate themselves on the grounds of their proximity 
to a supposed truthfulness (Said, 1983, p.216). Thirdly, the goal of discourse 
analysis is to rediscover the origins of discourses, and to uncover its 
affiliations with institutions and agencies. Although discourse is a form of 
practice, we need to interrogate the present, and to examine its values and 
understandings.  

The Foucauldian view of discourse fits well with recent sociological 
institutional approaches, which try to incorporate a discursive approach to 
explain the durability of institutions (Jessop, 2007; Powell, 1991). Institutions 

are defined as social practices that are regularly and continuously repeated, 
that are linked to defined roles and social relations, that are sanctioned and 
maintained by social norms, and that have a major significance in the social 
structure (Jessop, 2001, p. 1220).5 Jessop emphasized how the shaping of 
institutions may privilege some identities and discursive strategies over others, 
and also the ways in which individuals or groups take account of this 
differential privileging (Jessop, 2001, 2004, 2007). He argued that institutions 
do not simply involve and influence the conduct of people, but that they also 
actively constitute identities, interests, and strategies. Institutions help to 
stabilize the cognitive, normative and emotional expectations of people by 
shaping and promoting a common worldview. Relations rather than isolated 
entities should be the primary unit of analysis for a discursive/institutional 
approach (Jessop, 2004). 

I call this second discursive/institutional perspective the production 
perspective on culture. The emphasis of the analysis is on the (re)production of 
discourse through institutions. The analysis focuses on the way “culture talk” 
(but also “identity talk” and “race talk”) is produced and used in institutions 
and the public debate, often to achieve particular political or economic ends. 
It is a perspective from the outside. The analysis zooms in how particular 
issues are “culturized” or “ethnicized” for strategic purposes. Its analytical 
focus is on the politics of identity and the power dynamics behind discourses 
of culture. The goal is to map cultural discourses and to trace their outline 
and relations across a variety of discourse forms and objects. 

The two discourse perspectives on culture are neither contradictive nor 
mutual exclusive, yet rarely used together. I argue they are very well 
compatible; the perspectives mostly have a different emphasis. Where the 
culture as a way of seeing perspective emphasis is on how culture resides 
inside people (in their way of speaking and seeing); the culture as production 
perspective emphasizes the (institutional) context in which this cultural 
worldview is produced. Each perspective has its strength and weaknesses. 
The production perspective is strong in analyzing institutional change but 
often overlooks the real influence of identity, ethnicity and culture in people’s 
lives. It too often suggests these concepts are only meaningful if used by 
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political actors for another purpose. On the other hand, cultural discourses of 
individuals cannot be productively analyzed without locating people in the 
wider institutional context.  

 
D I SCOURSE AS  A  WAY OF FEELING  

The two discursive perspectives above do not include emotions. In the past, 
discourse theorists argued that emotions are too individualistic to matter for 
discourse analysis. However, today, most discourse theorists nuance the old 
hegemonic claims of discourse analysts like Foucault and Said (Foucault, 
1980; Said, 1983). They acknowledge that discourse analysis often cannot 
explain why some discourses fail while others succeed in convincing the 
public (Phillips & Jørgensen, 2002). They emphasize the importance of 
institutional and subject variety. Nevertheless, they have problems measuring 
“resonance” with the public (Bröer & Duyvendak, 2009). How do we explain 
the psychological investment of people in particular discourses? Why do 
people position themselves, or invest in, particular discourses? I push my 
discursive perspective beyond cognition by incorporating emotions.                       

In chapter 3, I demonstrated how this study integrates the sociology of 
emotions and cultural sociology. I argue that culture, ethnicity and identity 
should also be seen as a way of feeling the world. I build on work by Scheff 

and Besnier, but also cultural psychologists such as Quinn and Strauss 
(Besnier, 1990, 1994; Quinn & Strauss, 2006; Scheff, 2000). Ethnic groups 
have similar ways of experiencing emotions around particular topics and 
similar patterns in dealing with them. This is related to the common language 
they have and the history they share, but also depended to the type of society 
they build and live in. Emotions effectively communicate belonging because 
emotional ties feel authentic and individual; they are experienced in a state 
prior to the interventions of social and symbolic meaning. Emotions, Hook 
shows, are a powerful way to communicate race and ethnicity precisely 
because their connection to representation is less fixed to a set of physical or 
discursive coordinates (Hook, 2006). Although emotions can be the same for 
people, I follow James Jasper to argue for methodological individualism when 
it comes to emotions. Cultural beliefs, identities, and emotions only have an 
effect through individuals. 

4.3 AN INTERSECTIONAL ANALYSIS  

In this study, I systematically compare the experience of different groups of 
Afrikaners. They are compared along the axis and categories of class, gender, 
and generation. In other words, I look at Afrikaners through an intersectional 

lens. The intersectional approach originated from feminist studies and 
focused on the experiences of groups holding multiple disadvantaged status, 
like for instance black women (Crenshaw, 1993; King, 1988; Knapp, 2005). 
However, such a framework can also inform the analysis of privileged groups. 
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Cole argues that an intersectional analysis has three aims: first, it exposes 
diversity in social categories; second, it illuminates hierarchies in privilege; and 
third, it exposes commonalities cutting across categories. To identify and 
investigate explicitly the multiple identities that define white Afrikaans 
privilege disrupt assumptions of similarity and exposes variety and difference 
(Cole, 2009).  

An intragroup comparison moves this study beyond the limits of a 
traditional group’s ethnography. Yet, the goal is not to arrive at a typology of 
different kinds of Afrikaners (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Steyn, 2001; Wellman, 
1993). Instead, I want to analyze how categories of class, race, gender, and 

generation play a role in shaping cultural and identity through emotions. An 
intersectional analysis facilitates the ability to theorize and empirically 
investigate the ways social categories structure individual and social life across 
a culture. Rather than looking “downstream” to individual characteristics, 
intersectional analysis forces the researcher to look “upstream” to the 
different social locations people hold. Social practices that construct race, 
class, gender, and generation always involve hierarchy and inequality (Bonilla-
Silva, 1997; Risman, 2004). Cultural sociology often overlooks hierarchies of 
power or does not take them sufficiently into consideration. This is 
something I want to correct.  

Intersectional analysis helps to unpack the concept of “cultural trauma.” 
It does so in three ways. First, it critically examines cultural explanations by 
“deconstructing” which patterns are truly cultural or rather, an effect of 
categories of gender, class, or generation. Second, an intersectional analysis 
not only compares different categories and their intersections, it also prevents 
us from a totalizing or determinative view of identity. Third, categories like 
class, gender, and generation shape the landscape of culture. Intersectional 
analysis is particularly productive when used in combination with cultural and 
emotional explanations. It strengthens the explanatory power of cultural 
analysis and exposes the different cultural and emotional mechanisms at 
work. Elster sees the idea of mechanism as intermediate between laws and 
description. Mechanisms, according to Elster, are “frequently occurring and 
easily recognizable causal patterns that are triggered under generally unknown 
conditions or with indeterminate consequences” (J. Elster, 1999).6 Variation 
within a group can no longer simply be explained by “culture” or “emotions” 
but have to be explored in interaction. By comparing men to women or the 
rich to the poor within a culture, cultural mechanisms might be exposed for 
really being about emotions; and gender or racial discourses really about class. 
Intersectional analysis has to be precise to be fruitful.  

4.4 CASE-STUDY APPROACH 

This study uses a case-study approach.7 “A case study is an empirical inquiry 
that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life 
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context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context 
are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2009, p.18). Afrikaners, as a group and case 
study, are an atypical case in many perspectives: a white minority in Africa, 
which experienced a rapid drop in status and a dramatic loss of political 
power. But extreme cases often reveal more information because they 
activate more basic mechanisms in a given situation (Flyvbjerg, 1998, 2001).  

This study also takes a case-study approach within a case study. I focus 
on a handful of case studies in different places. Shifting attention from case 
to case, and from institution to institution, allows a comparison of various 
groups of Afrikaners, and also reveals the disparate avenues through which 

change is lived. Work for instance highlights class differences, while school 
desegregation throws generational differences in sharp relief. Specifically, I 
study cultural change through the analysis of six cases in three institutional 
spheres. To select these six cases, I used the maximum variation approach, 
selecting in each institutional sphere the most different cases. Such an 
extreme comparison of cases exposes both similarities in the use of cultural 
discourse but also institutional variety. 

A case-study approach of various institutional contexts helps illuminate 
the realities of white Afrikaner resistance and change in a number of ways. 
First, such a perspective best brings into focus the complex relationship 
between people and places, which are always their clearest at the local level. 
Second, the focus shifts from revisiting old and outdated categories to the 
emergence of new ways of talking and seeing. Indeed, my case-study 
approach affirms that production of white talk happens in the opposite 
direction than the apartheid era. The top-down approach of the National 
Party has been replaced by a cultural discourse shaped from the bottom up. 
Third, the local perspective illuminates not only the possibilities but also the 
limitations of reconciliation and white identity change. 

 
SELECTION OF CASE S TU DIES  

This study has selected case studies within the institutional sphere of work, 
living, and education. I build my analysis on the many micro-studies that 
appeared after 1994 and looked at partial aspects of the transition on a small 
scale: Labor sociologist who studied the introduction of affirmative action 
and changes in the labor market (Part 2); geographers and planners who 
mapped the emergence of new urban forms (Part 3); and educationalists who 
studied integration and desegregation (Part 4). Together, these micro studies 
present a more complicated picture of the transition than the grand 
narratives, as discussed in chapter 2. Institutions impact people differently: 
schools influence the younger generation; the work sphere, at least in South 
Africa, is still dominated by men; and ideas of home and community tend to 
be dominated by females. Each institution had its own particular trajectory of 
change after 1994, in which different forces coalesced to produce a specific 
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outcome. These trajectories are discussed at the start of the different parts of 
my study. 

The choice of specific institutions depended on political, theoretical and 
practical factors.8 Politically, it seemed to me, the institutions of work, living, 
and education were the most contested after the end of apartheid. In the 
South African economy, we saw the introduction of racial redress in the form 
of affirmative action and black economic empowerment that strongly 
impacted the white Afrikaner community. In the sphere of home, we saw the 
emergence of gated communities, particular popular among white South 
Africans, which remade the urban landscape. In schools, desegregation and 

racial integration provided significant challenges for white Afrikaners. 
Theoretically, if I were looking for signs of cultural change, therefore, a focus 
on the new generation and their school environment was logical. But the 
study of the younger generation needed a contrast. The older generation 
faced its own challenges both at work and in the home sphere, and it was 
interesting to imagine how these two spheres interacted. At work, the white 
Afrikaner was forced to integrate and work together with his or her black 
fellow South Africans. At home he possibly had more choices. Practically, it 
seemed, studying white Afrikaners in these particular contexts had 
considerable advantages related to the appropriateness of the cases, language, 
research interest, and access to the fieldwork sites.  

In the work sphere, I decided to study two organizations active in the 
economic sphere instead of individual Afrikaners in specific economic sectors 
or workplaces. After all, I was interested in how cultural discourses among 
Afrikaners changed, newly created and reconstructed. After my exploratory 
fieldwork, two Afrikaner organizations seemed particularly successful and 
active after 1994. The first was the Afrikaanse Handelsinstituut(AHI), the 
former chamber of commerce for Afrikaners, which had survived the 
transition and now presented itself as a racially integrated organization. 
Solidarity, the former labor (or trade) union of white and most Afrikaans 
mineworkers, equally had survived the transition to democracy, and now was 
a prominent voice on labor issues in the media, often taking a stand in 
opposition of the AHI. I chose these two cases for several reasons. First, they 
were one of the few organizations that had survived the transition to 
democracy and seemed still successful and with influence. Second, they each 
represented a group of Afrikaners at opposites of the class spectrum, which 
allowed for good comparison. Third, both organizations still largely used the 
language of Afrikaans, a language that I learned to understand and use during 
the fieldwork. Fourth, they still represented a large constituency.  

In the sphere of home and living, I chose to look at a case study of an 
upmarket gated community for a number of reasons. This was a choice to 
study the implication of gating in its most extreme form. But such a wealthy 
community was at the extreme end of the much broader movement toward 
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the securitization and gating of neighborhoods. This happened across the 
urban landscape in South Africa after apartheid. Particularly in the area of 
Gauteng, almost 90 percent of new urban development is gated in one way or 
another, with many old, wealthy neighborhoods also being closed (Lemanski, 
Landman, & Durington, 2008). Initially, the goal was to contrast this with a 
study of a poor white working-class neighborhood. But as my pilot research 
showed, little if anything had really changed in these neighborhoods (Teppo, 
2004, 2008). My interviews with lower middle-class white Afrikaners showed 
that it was not the neighborhood they lived in that had changed, even if urban 
services had gotten worse. Their home and neighborhood were still perceived 

as a safe haven, compared to their experience at work. Rather, it was the city 
they worked in—the public sphere—that was increasingly experienced as 
scary, hostile, and dirty. Therefore, I have chosen to contrast the experience 
of home in a gated community, with the images of the city of the lower 
middle class.  

In the institutional sphere of education, I have chosen two case studies of 
schools that lie at the extreme ends of the spectrum. At first, my aim was to 
select an elite Afrikaans school that was hardly integrated and compare it with 
a lower-middle-class Afrikaans school that was (more) racially integrated. As 
it turned out, most lower-middle-class schools are not “stably” integrated. 
Rather, they have moved rather quickly from being a segregated whites-only 
school to desegregation to resegregation, ultimately slowly turning into all-
black schools with no white Afrikaans children. The lower-middle-class 
school I had selected, based on recommendations from South African 
educational experts, was such a school that had been integrated for a few 
years but was now rapidly desegregating. But this comparison turned out to 
be equally interesting, displaying in full view the effects of very moderate 
racial integration at elite Afrikaans schools, with the devastating impact of 
desegregation and resegregation on fragile lower-middle-class schools 
(Soudien, 2007).  

The developments in each of the three institutional spheres are very 
different, but in all cases the focus is on Afrikaners and their views and 
feelings about change. Nevertheless, I choose to emphasize in each case a 
different and specific subgroup of Afrikaners. For instance, in the chapters 
on the two schools, I decided to focus solely on the students and not to cover 
much on the teachers. Also, to highlight gender differences, I focus on one 
gender group. Although in every case I researched both men and women, I 
chose to focus on one gender in the presentation of evidence, to draw the 
strongest contrasts. Data on the other gender group is used as comparison, 
without being (fully) presented in the study. 

Some readers are skeptical about a case-study approach, for they feel this 
does not allow for generalizations. However, as Bent Flyvbjerg argues, it is 
simply not true that case studies are only good for generating hypotheses. 
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Case studies already prove the point what is happening and at stake, although 
they rather permit for analytical than statistical generalizations (Robson, 
2002). I believe that it is often more important to clarify deeper causes behind 
a given problem than it is to describe symptoms of a problem and the 
statistical frequency of their occurrence (Flyvbjerg, 1998, 2001). Case studies 
focus on individual actors or groups and seek to understand the events from 
their perspective. As a corrective account to the grand theorizing about 
“cultural trauma” discussed in chapters 1 and 3, my approach shows that in 
the current media age, a detailed case-study approach at the meso level still 
has much explanatory value. 

 
ACCESS  NEGOTIATION  

Afrikaners love to talk about their country, themselves, and the relation 
between the two. Nevertheless, they are weary of outside researchers coming 
in to interview, describe, and— presumably— judge them. What is more, 
organizations like the Afrikaanse Handelsinstituut, Solidarity, elite schools like 
De La Rey, and private communities like Golden Sun are extremely guarded 
against outsiders that might accuse their organization of racism, or even 
simply stir the  “peace.” In other words, with all case studies negotiation 
access was an important issue. This presented two challenges. First, I had to 
tread carefully, introduce myself with the main players in the organizations, 
and, most of all, refrain from any judgmental stance. Second, I often 
described my research goals in very neutral terminology, never mentioning 
my interest in race relationships or racism (or the challenge to unlearn it!). 
Generally, I simply said I was interested in studying the challenge of 
Afrikaners in post-apartheid South Africa, in their culture, and identity. 
Although these terms, I felt, described my project accurately, I might have 
formulated my research questions more critically if I felt it would not have 
influenced access issues.   

Nevertheless, whether I was interning at the labor union Solidarity, 

obtaining sensitive document about AHI’s application to the TRC, or doing 
interviews during school time with students, I always received a surprising 
amount of cooperation and help. I had the impression that my gender, 
language affinity, academic status, and of course skin color strongly 
contributed to this access. The AHI, Solidarity, heads of schools, and even 
the board of the gated community and its staff are strongly male dominated. 
Particularly in the latter stage of my fieldwork, my command of Afrikaans 
improved and facilitated interactions at organizations such as Solidarity, 
where Afrikaans is the dominant language spoken. Afrikaners, in general, 
have high regard for academic titles. Many interviewees, actually, had their 
academic degrees framed and hanging in their office; all but a few of the 
interviewees showed great interest in my academic studies. The impression 
that my skin color mattered a great deal was ultimately tested when a female 
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student of mine, originally from Sudan, was denied permission at De La Rey 
school to even distribute surveys.  

Access, finally, is not only about actually being able to obtain documents 
or interview people, but ultimately also about control over the interview and 
the questions. Chief executives of operations of large companies, heads of 
schools, and political operators at a labor union proved much more 
challenging to interview than young students, community residents, or labor 
union members. Aware of their image and sensitive political topics, they 
redirected or refused to answer several questions, and in general tried to steer 
the conversation. Over time, I improved my interview methods but I cannot 

say that the “access” at times was a good as I wanted it to be.  

4.5 DATA AND RESEARCH METHODS  

Three types of data have been collected and analyzed for this research: 
documents, observations, and interviews.  

 
DOCUM ENTS AND OBSERVATIONS  

Throughout my research, I collected a range of documents at different places 
and organizations, including AHI, Solidarity, schools, and gated communities, 
as well as universities, government departments, and from private individuals. 
These documents included research reports, administrative data, meeting 
notes, archival materials, private letters, and media publications. I also 
collected various multimedia material, including documentaries, films, 
archival video material and photos, and digital maps. Observation can 
provide essential data in addition to documents and can help to corroborate 
secondhand accounts like interviews.9 In the end, few of this observation data 
were directly used in the book. But the observing did provided me with 
essential background information to frame my findings and illustrate my 
cases. Most of all, these participatory experiences helped me to understand 
and feel the experiences of the people I interviewed in a way I could have 

hardly imagined.  
 

CONDUCTING  INTERVIEWS AND DATA ANAL Y SIS  

At the heart of this research is a body of interviews with over 160 Afrikaners. 
Interviewing is a rich method for the collection of data. Interviews are useful 
in understanding individuals’ perspectives and interpretation of events. 
During interviews, nonverbal data is conveyed through body language, sighs, 
and sounds. Practically, during my interviews, I followed the interview guide 
approach. This is a method by which topics are preselected to structure the 
interview. Such an approach allows for consistency and order during the 
interviews as well as variety, depending on individual accounts (Patton, 1990).  

My approach to interviewing is different from what is common in 
content analysis, both in interview style and aim of analysis (Krippendorff, 
2004). Stylistically, semistructured interviews do not demand some type of 
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elusive objectivity of the interviewer. The approach encourages respondents 
to take a stance because this puts discourse in question. In interviews, leading 
questions are an essential part of the interaction. Analytically, discourse 
analysis does not aim to count or code words but ultimately explore the 
relation between language, meaning, and people’s psychological state (Phillips 
& Jørgensen, 2002). It codes interviews by identifying themes. I specifically 
looked for incongruities and inconsistencies, moments where the interaction 
between question and answer seems to go wrong; where the respondent 
repeats a statement, hesitates, falls silent, or changes in style (Fairclough, 1992 
(a)). Incongruities, variations, inconsistencies, or self-contradictory statements 

in answers do not reflect errors but can signal different discourses and 
heightened emotional intensity.  

The majority of interviews were conducted in Afrikaans, the native 
language of Afrikaners. During the fieldwork, my Afrikaans improved 
considerably, but I also got more confident to demand that people speak 
Afrikaans to me. Initially, the adolescents I interviewed were reluctant to 
speak Afrikaans. Many of the school cases were thus in English. But the other 
four cases were mostly done in Afrikaans and were transcribed by white 
Afrikaans students. Doing research in Afrikaans enriched my data 
considerably. The interviews were held in a variety of locations: at home, at 
their work, at school, in public spaces, and in their cars. They ranged in 
duration from 30 minutes to over 4 hours. Some people were interviewed 
more than once. Most interviews were taped, on the record, and later 
transcribed, although some interviewees desired anonymity. The interviews 
were conducted in three rounds with a range of people within the different 
institutional spheres. 

 
OVERVIEW OF INTERV IEWS  

A first round of 50 interviews with South African researchers, journalists, 
writers, politicians, schoolteachers, and businessmen and -women, was done 

when I first visited the field. This helped initially to orient myself, to identity 
the different case studies, and to provide access to the different organizations. 
The information provided also greatly helped me to identity how different 
groups of Afrikaners understood their position and place in post-apartheid 
South Africa, and to see how great the differences really were. The second 
round of interviews, during my second field trip, involved both school cases. 
First, I interviewed officials of the department of education, heads of schools, 
teachers, and academics. Based on their information, I selected two schools 
and at both schools I interviewed administrators and teachers; in total, 
around 20 people. Following that, I conducted interviews with more than 20 
students at both schools with both girls and boys. Although in the cases I 
focus on white Afrikaans adolescents in one particular class, I interviewed 
students in different classes and also included interviews with coloureds, 
black and white English students.  
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In a third round of interviews, during my third field trip, I focused on the 
cases of work and home. Each of these cases was research from a slightly 
different angle related to my own position. For three months I interned at 
Solidarity. During that time, I also researched AHI while I lived for two 
months in a gated community in Pretoria. At Solidarity, I participated in 
meetings, had many informal conversations, observed, and even went along 
on road trips of the leadership. Next to this, I conducted more than 40 
interviews with both staff members and members of the union, both male 
and female and from a variety of companies. The interviews with union 
members were conducted at the offices of Solidarity or at their respective 

companies; in particular Telkom and Eskom. The material I use for chapter 9 
about the experience of living among the lower middle class is also based on 
these interviews. For the AHI case I interviewed over 20 board members, 
present and past, directors, and personnel. I also interviewed around 15 
businessmen who were members of business organizations but not 
necessarily AHI. Finally, while living in the gated community, I participated in 
meetings, festivities, and security patrols, and interviewed over 40 people 
involved in the community, including homeowner association board 
members, personnel, real estate brokers, and residents. While again the focus 
was on white Afrikaners, I also interviewed several black and English white 
residents.  

 
REFLECTIONS ON THE ROLE OF THE RESEAR CHER  

The choice to use interviews as my main data-collection method for this 
research brought along several challenges for me as a researcher. Interviews 
are most fruitful in an environment of trust and mutual respect between 
interviewer and interviewees. Before the interviews, I tried to build trust by 
explaining the scope and goals of my study, my interest in studying 
Afrikaners, and my consideration for the many challenges life in South Africa 
brought for its people—even if they were relatively wealthy. I stressed that 

everything that was said was confidential and anonymous and that I was not 
there to control or judge what they said. Most of all, I said that I wanted to 
understand their experiences, interpretations, and feelings.  

During the interviews, I was often exposed to opinions, feelings, and 
judgments I did not share. The most difficult moments were when people 
solicited empathy or confirmation for views that I interpreted as racist. At 
best as I could, I remained neutral in such cases and did not allow for 
discussion or counter question. It is not always easy to stay focused and 
interested when racism appears. At the same time, I am convinced that if 
such talk is only dismissed and treated moralistically, the interview will not 
produce sincere results. My approach was to remain curious and interested. 
The goal was to always probe behind the racism, even though there is not 
always something behind it. If you want to seriously study and analyze 
Afrikaners, the racism should not be taken for granted but contextualized. 
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Too often in race research, the racist discourse is simply dismissed and never 
sufficiently problematized.  

 
ETHICAL CONSIDERAT IONS  

At the end of each interview, I left time for the respondent to ask questions 
and discuss anything further. Many times the questions people had revolved 
around what I thought of their views and opinions. My approach was to 
never be dishonest about my own convictions, but also not to pass judgments 
or be disrespectful toward my interviewees. If you refuse to share your own 
opinions during the fieldwork, you can end up betraying people’s trust when 
you in the end write that you do not agree with them. Ultimately, I felt that 
none of the interviews ever ended in anything worse than a simple 
disagreement of opinions. Many Afrikaners, I experienced, welcomed an 
outsider’s perspective and a different opinion. In their own struggle to 
understand South Africa’s complicated reality and societal challenges, I 
experienced them as open to debate, if not always to alternative opinions.       

 
L I M ITATIONS OF THE STUDY  

This study has a number of limitations, both small and large. Of the small 
limitations, I feel that, as a Dutch researcher, my growing understanding of 

Afrikaans had great advantages, which I initially did not fully explore. Doing 
most of my research in Afrikaans proved one of the most productive and 
insightful developments in the field. The level of intimacy, detail, and 
immediacy that my material gained was substantial. Of the larger limitations, 
the setup of research—with six case studies in three intuitional fields—always 
implied a tradeoff between time, resources, and the scope of the study. Often, 
I struggled with this tradeoff. I think my cases of the schools, Solidarity, and 
the gated community have been enriched by my observations and time spent 
at the research site. But for the case of the AHI, I did not have that luxury. I 
also solely focused on AHI’s national level, and did not have the time or 
resources to study the local level as much as I wanted. Furthermore, I regret I 
did not have the time to do a complete case study of an older lower-middle-
class Afrikaner neighborhood. Instead, I had to settle for the material I had 
gathered through interviews about work. Although a balance in time and 
resources between cases was sometimes hard to realize, and is never 
completely equal, I do feel I achieved a successful balance.  

4.6 CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I have outlined three levels of analysis. The first is the study 
of discourse as a helpful theoretical and methodological tool to study cultural 
and identity change. It identifies the structuring qualities and changes in the 
different narratives about ethnic groups, which are helpful to incorporate a 
time perspective. But discourses as sole epistemology or level of analysis is 
problematic. Discourses are related, connected, and partly driven by concrete 
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institutions and circumstances. Changes in discourses are influenced and 
shaped by institutions and the changing institutional field. Institutions 
structure the way discourses change and also influence the way people have 
access and use discourses.  

The second level of analysis is institutions. Given my focus on the 
production and reproduction of ethnicity, I have opted for the education, 
work, and living as central structuring institutions. An institutional analysis 
connects culture and identity discourses to the material and institutional 
conditions of people and the power they can still exert. Only if we study the 
various identity dynamics in the different spheres of education, work, and 

living can we ultimately expose the connections between the processes of 
reconciliation and culture and identity change and a changing institutional 
context. Finally, in locating the process of Afrikaner culture and identity 
change in its proper institutional context, the experience of Afrikaners 
becomes less idiosyncratic and exceptional.  

The third level of analysis is individuals. They use culture and identity 
often in fragmented, contradictory, and reflective ways. People as social 
beings not only have to make sense of their world and give it meaning, they 
also have a natural need to belong. Further, while the way people talk tells us 
a lot about them, the role of action and embodiment should not be 
overlooked. People are acting, moral, and emotional beings. The way people 
talk is often not in congruence with the way they act. Their social psychology 
can often be inferred from their talk but also has to be studied and 
conceptualized independently. To conclude, the approach taken here 
acknowledges the large mediating role of language in people’s lives, but does 
not reduce people to their talk. It links people’s use of discourses to their 
daily functioning in institutions, and combines the individual study of 
discourse and action with a focus on the individual and the collective and 
individual psychology of people. 



 

 



 

 

PART 2: Afrikaner Men at Work 

 





 

 

 

5. Responding to Racial Redress 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

In Part 2, I compare how upper- and lower-middle-class Afrikaner men 
respond to the emergence of racial redress programs and how this relates to 
questions of class, masculinity, and ethnic identity. I do this on two levels. 
The first level is that of organizational discourses. I compare the cultural 
discourses of the former Afrikaans chamber of commerce, Afrikaanse 
Handelsinstituut, with those of Solidarity, the former Mine Workers’ Union 
(MWU). The second level I analyze is that of individuals. I compare the 
culture discourses and emotional lives of entrepreneurs against those of 
Afrikaner men employed at former state companies Eskom and Telkom. In 
this theoretical introduction, I shortly summarize the general trends in the 
transition of the political economy of South Africa after apartheid and the 
effects on the economic place of whites after the transition.  

I show that most political economists depict 1994 as an elite transition 
from apartheid to neoliberalism, during which Afrikaners continued their 

economic dominance. But these scholars hardly consider changes at the level 
of the experience of work. The literature on the white community’s response 
to racial redress is also silent on this question, in part because it is survey 
based. Experiences of real people are not even central among scholars 
interested in questions of race and identity in relationship to the political 
economy, as they prefer to analyze policy discourses. I argue that the 
neoliberal economy, together with racial redress programs, have created a 
radically different context at work for racial integration and identity 
construction for upper- and lower-middle-class Afrikaner men. Building on 
the sociological literature that relates work and identity more closely, I present 
a nuanced approach to the influence of work on issues of class, race, and 
gender, and how the experience of work shapes how people see and 
experience the world and themselves.  
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5.2 THE NEOLIBERAL TRANSITION AND RACIAL REDRESS  

More than a decade after the transition to democracy, there is a consensus in 
the political economy literature that during the transition, the ANC 
government was persuaded to give up its communist and socialist roots and 
adopt neoliberal economic policies that largely benefitted the affluent white 
minority. Indeed, the brokered economic agreements between the ANC and 
the National Party firmly ingrained a set of capitalist principles like private 
property rights in the constitution. Furthermore, the ANC adopted a pro-
growth strategy named GEAR (Growth, Employment, and Redistribution), 
which are a limited set of social policies, including stable interest rates, tight 

control of government expenses, an independent national reserve bank, and 
the privatization of various public companies. Consequently, the transition to 
democracy is dubbed an “elite transition,” which denotes that white business 
and political elites struck a class compromise with the ANC (Bond, 2000, 
2003; Gumede, 2007; MacDonald, 2006; Marais, 1999, 2011).1  

Proponents of this elite transition theory emphasize that the economic 
policies of the ANC have generally served whites and a small black elite well, 
while doing very little for the poor black masses. This conclusion is certainly 
true for whites on an aggregate level; as a racial group, they profited from 
strong growth in income and held low unemployment when compared with 
the other racial groups (Bhorat, 2004; Leibbrandt, 2010).2 However, income 
disparity has risen within every racial group and declined between racial 
groups since 1975 (although inequality between groups is still very high) 
(Bhorat, 2004; Leibbrandt, 2010).3  Indeed, rising inequality within the white 
racial group and the overall rise of unemployment should qualify statements 
that all whites have done well since the transition.4 However, the tale of the 
elite transition is only half the story of the political economy’s transformation; 
the other half deals with racial redress. 
 
BLACK ECONOM IC EMPOWERM ENT AND AFFI RM ATIVE ACTION  

From the inception of the ANC, black economic empowerment was a 
cornerstone of their strategy to deracialize the economy. However, during the 
transition, the ANC’s central challenge was to balance the demands of the 
international financial markets and those of democracy (MacDonald, 2006). 
When the ANC took over from the Government of National Unity in 1996, 
the new government installed more sweeping forms of racial reparation. 
Initially, racial redress policies relied on an approach of persuasion and 
targeted large state-owned companies and companies that relied on the state 
for orders, like mining companies. The national telephone company, Telkom, 

for instance, introduced racial redress policies in 1994. Yet, the Black 
Economic Empowerment (BEE) Act (No. 53 of 2003) and the BEE Codes 
of Good Practice (also known as Broad-Based Black Economic 
Empowerment Act, B-BBEE) in 2007 transformed the program into an 
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inclusive and assertive effort.5 It now envelops a broad section of the 
economy, including medium and many smaller enterprises. Enterprises are 
rated based on various scorecards to see how their ownership, management, 
and employees represent the South African racial demographic. The law 
stipulates certain percentages to be granted government projects.  

Racial redress is also pursued at the level of the individual through 
affirmative action policies. Affirmative action originated in the United States 
after the civil rights movement and aimed to compensate disadvantaged 
minorities. In South Africa, however, it is currently used to address a 
disadvantaged majority (Kennedy-Dubourdieu, 2006; Sowell, 2004).6 The 

program was meant to serve multiple purposes, including overcoming 
resistance to racial integration by a civil service dominated by whites, 
increasing response to the needs of the black community, and a more 
participatory form of public service delivery, also in which the black 
community had a say (Ndletyana, 2008). Affirmative action officially came 
into law under the auspices of the Employment Equity Act (EEA) (No. 55 of 
1998) and is now pursued more rigorously through yearly reports and targets, 
which are based on demographic representation.7  

The response of the white community has been much more welcoming 
to BEE than to affirmative action programs. Indeed, there is little evidence 
that the white business community ever openly protested BEE. Little 
resistance was also found among large white-owned corporations to broaden 
the recruitment pool by including qualified blacks and women (Adam, 1997). 
Some large BEE deals have been a great source of scorn in the (white-
dominated) media, but overall BEE has been met with cooperation. Whether 
the inclusion of medium and small business has changed this cooperative 
spirit remains to be seen. By contrast, survey research indicates that a large 
majority of whites are unwilling to support either general redistribution 
measures or further racial redress, and their opposition had been consistent 
over time (IJR, 2003a, 2005, 2011; Roberts, 2006). An HSRC survey found 
that 78 percent of white Afrikaners and 77 percent of other white people 
disagree with the statement “People from previously disadvantaged groups 
should be given preference by employers when they hire and promote 
workers” (1999 HSRC survey, quoted in Rule, 2000).8 The picture of broad 
opposition to affirmative action is further underlined by the critiques of a 
variety of former (white) politicians.9  

5.3 RACE, CLASS, AND MASCULINITY AT WORK  

In the United States, where affirmative action became law in the early 1960s, 
there has been a long debate about white resistance to affirmative action and 
its relationship to racism. However, survey research has been inconclusive on 
the question whether resistance was rooted in racism, traditional values of 
egalitarianism or in something else (Bobo, 1998; Sidanius, Pratto, & Bobo, 
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1996). Historic sociological research on whites’ opposition to the civil rights 
movement and affirmative action suggests that class plays a large role in 
shaping resistance, as the (perceived) burden of integration and affirmative 
action is felt earlier and stronger by the white lower middle class (Bartley, 
1999; Kruse, 2005; Lassiter, 2007; Sokol, 2007). The studies show the 
emergence of white working-class grassroots resistance movements that use a 
new language of protest. The rhetoric is no longer rooted in racism but is 
against “government intervention” and “race-based politics,” and instead 
encourages self-reliance and color-blindness.  

In South Africa, the origin, motivation, and strategy of white resistance to 

racial redress has not been subject to research.10 Surveys on resistance to 
racial redress have left the relationship between race, class, and redress largely 
unexamined (Erasmus, 2008).11 Evidence suggests, both anecdotal and 
academic, that white opposition is no longer predominantly shaped by racism. 
Today, whites in the media speak of the “erosion of rights” of whites, 
coloured and Indian citizens, and the fear of “white flight” and an “exodus of 
skills” from the country (Habib, 2008a). In the media, debates on affirmative 
action are dominated by public intellectuals rather than researchers. 
Influential anti-apartheid activist Neville Alexander fears that the discourse of 
affirmative action legislation in South Africa perpetuates and reinscribes racial 
identities through the social practices and intergroup dynamics these policies 
give rise to (N. Alexander, 2007; Iheduru, 2004). He is concerned that their 
racial identities will be strengthened rather than weakened because of 
affirmative action, as it will give rise to opposition and resistance. By contrast, 
South African Constitutional Judge Albi Sachs argues that it is likely that 
some members of the “advantaged group” (read: the white community) may 
be called upon to bear a larger proportion of the burden of transformation 
than others (Mangcu et al., 2007). Both arguments likely have some truth to 
them but ask for empirical research.  

The work of scholars such as MacDonald and Davies provide an 
interesting starting point for the analysis of race and class on Afrikaner 
identity formation. They show how racial redress has a diverging impact on 
the Afrikaner upper- and lower-middle class (R. Davies, 2009; MacDonald, 
2006). Michael MacDonald, in his nuanced analysis of the political economy 
of identity politics, shows how BEE offered the white business community a 
chance to detach wealth from its association with whiteness. BEE 
legitimatized South Africa’s political economy and acquitted whites of the 
responsibility for ongoing economic inequality (MacDonald, 2006). Even if 
only a small, elite group of black Africans are becoming rich, economic 
inequality would not be perceived anymore as a racial problem. Similarly, 
Rebecca Davies Gramscian’s analysis of “contemporary manifestations of 
Afrikaner identity” provides a sharp analysis of how Afrikaner business and 
cultural elites are flourishing after apartheid. She also gives interesting 
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snapshots of Afrikaner identity politics among the lower middle class within 
the Solidarity labor union and the Afrikaner music scene, and through the 
“festivalization of Afrikanerdom” (the popularity of Afrikaner cultural 
festivals largely sponsored by former Afrikaner companies).  

The problem with studies like MacDonald and Davis is that what is 
absent is an analysis of the everyday politics of race and class within 
institutions.12 Nevertheless, it is only at this level where we can study how 
culture and identity interact, and how racial interactions differ among 
Afrikaner upper and lower middle class. Specifically, I am interested how 
affirmative action might exacerbate existing class differences in retaining 

dignity and respect at work. Dignity and respect are important payoffs, 
particularly for men, to obtain from paid work. This is not just an identity 
issue, but also an emotional issue. In modern, class-based societies like South 
Africa, the rise of meritocratic ideologies (the idea that one’s structural 
position in life should be based on one’s talents) means that dignity and 
respect are no longer a birthright. Dignity has to be “earned” through work. 
A meritocratic ideology puts particular pressures on the lower-middle and 
working-class people, pressures that economic successful, upper-class (white) 
people will hardly feel (Cobb, 1977; Luckmann, 1967). For the lower middle 
class, paid employment is often a constant source of insecurity, as contracts 
are flexible and redundancy common. Affirmative action, which might 
particularly influence the job opportunities and career trajectories of lower 
middle class man, exacerbates insecurity.  

For lower-middle-class men, identity work mediates the insecurity about 
worth and dignity (Burchell, 1999; Willmott, 1990). As individuals, they feel 
compelled to validate their identity in comparison with others. As a 
consequence, the construction of a dignified self creates emotional tensions 
and becomes a preoccupation. Lamont shows how the upper- and lower-
middle classes have different access to cultural repertoires and therefore use 
different cultural boundaries (Lamont, 2001). For instance, she cites how 
groups in a position of dependency (lacking access to power and money), like 
the lower middle class, often value morality in order to mark boundaries 
around them. Lamont’s work on cultural boundaries among different classes 
of men was critiqued because there was no “serious attempt at understanding 
how the term “men” … in the lives of her subjects functions to shape the 
very identities and social processes she sets out to study” (Raissiguier & 
Williams, 2002).  

Indeed, gender and particularly masculinity should be factored into an 
analysis of men and working life. The search for power and identity in the 
workplace frequently takes highly masculine forms (Kerfoot & Knights, 1998 
). Men in particular are preoccupied with maintaining a masculine identity 
through boundary work: the conceptual distinctions they make to categorize 
people, objects, practices, and even spaces (Craib, 1988; Hodgson, 2003). 
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Emotions play a large role in the maintenance of masculine identities. Identity 
construction is an ongoing project, as people negotiate their social worlds, 
characterized by ambiguity, tension, and contradiction. Self-absorption with 
securing defined and coherent gender identities may reinforce, rather than 
resolve, insecurity. For instance, Barrett’s study on male U.S. Navy officers 
identified various masculine strategies, including emphasis of autonomy, risk-
taking, perseverance, endurance, and technical expertise (Barrett, 1996). In 
general, dominant masculine identities value physical toughness, endurance, 
aggressiveness, a rugged heterosexuality, unemotional logic, and stoicism. In 
men’s views, women often function as differentiated others (to project and 

display a gendered identity), while men focus on outperforming, discounting 
and negating others. In sum, studies of class, race, and gender show the 
possible richness of detailed research of the interaction between work and 
identity.  

5.4 A COMPARATIVE FRAMEWORK AND QUESTIONS  

In the next two chapters, I focus on two groups of white Afrikaans men: 
upper-class entrepreneurs and those of the lower-middle-class. I compare 
how the experience of work and class shapes their Afrikaans identities, 
understanding of race, and broader outlook on the trajectory of change in 

South Africa. I compare these groups of Afrikaner men in two ways—at the 
organizational level and the individual level. 

I have chosen the Afrikaner business organization Afrikaanse 
Handelsinstituut (AHI) and the labor union Solidarity as representative 
organizations for the upper and lower middle class. Through these 
organizations, I analyze how the institutional field of work has transformed 
and reshaped Afrikaner cultural discourses after 1994. The AHI was and still 
is the main organization of Afrikaner business. As one of the few Afrikaner 
organizations, the AHI made a submission to the TRC. It was not the only 
business organization to do so, but its contribution is often portrayed very 
positively.13 For instance, Nattrass writes that “the only business input which 
reflected critically on business support for the ideology of apartheid was the 
frank submission from the Afrikaner Handelsinstituut (AHI) the main 
organization of Afrikaner business” (Nattrass, 1999, p. 385). By contrast, the 
trade union Solidarity supported apartheid until after the democratic 
transition of 1994. Nevertheless, the organization transitioned and continues 
its work in post-apartheid South Africa (Visser, 2006). In the media, it 
prominently represents Afrikaners—in particular, lower-middle-class 
Afrikaners.  

Although the organizations have different administrative structures and 
functions, comparing their different outlook and discourses after 1994 is 
illuminating. After 1994, many exclusive Afrikaner organizations faced a 
complicated dilemma: how to remain of importance in the new democratic 
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South Africa, and how to legitimize their continuation as an Afrikaner civil 
organization. This was a dilemma both for cultural, religious, economic, and 
political organizations and, as it turned out, a dilemma that few successfully 
solved. The majority of Afrikaner organizations that drove the nationalist 
project have not survived 15 years of democracy, and even less still have a 
significant membership.14 The AHI managed to remain a prominent 
Afrikaner business organization. The Mine Workers’ Union (MWU), currently 
called Solidarity, is one of the few organizations that can claim a similar 
success. The AHI is composed of mostly large, formerly Afrikaans corporate 
employers and individual entrepreneurs with a white Afrikaans background. 

Solidarity is a mostly white, Afrikaner labor union with roots in the mining 
industry. The two organizations were selected because each represents a 
different end of the economic spectrum; each actively engages with an 
Afrikaner identity; and each has been able to, at least formally, successfully 
adapt to democratic post-apartheid South Africa. The aim of the comparison 
is to see how the two organizations reposition Afrikaners in South Africa 
after apartheid and how they rearticulate the goals and work of the 
organization.  

However, the relationship between work and identity is most illuminated 
at the level of the individual. In the second half of each chapter, I compare 
the different experiences and discourses of lower-middle-class Afrikaners 
with that of individual entrepreneurs.15 The first group of men consists of 
Solidarity members that are employed by the formerly state-owned 
parastatals.16 Historically, a great majority of lower-middle-class Afrikaners 
were employed by these companies, and in 1998, the 18 parastatals still 
employed over 100,000 people, including thousands of Afrikaners (H. 
Giliomee, 2008) ((CEE), 1999). Southall argued that it would be particularly 
interesting to look at the effects of affirmative action in the former 
parastatals, because of economic restructuring and the early implementation 
of affirmative action there (Southall, 2005). Indeed, the electricity and 
telecommunication companies, Eskom and Telkom, both lost employees 
because of restructuring, and lost white employees because of affirmative 
action (Bhorat, 2004).17 The second group of men consists of independent 
entrepreneurs who have generally done very well financially after 1994. Small 
and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) are a sector of the economy that is 
dominated by white ownership, and it is a sector that has experienced strong 
growth. In 1995, 44 percent were employed by SMEs in the private sector 
and in 2002, the numbers had grown to 68 percent (Sanchez, 2008).18 Today, 
however, they are also challenged by BEE as SMEs are since forced to also 
participate in BEE programs, a shift in policy that has large consequences for 
such small firms.  

The aim of both comparisons—between the two organizations and the 
group of men—is to expose how the broader changes in the economy and at 
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work affect the identity discourses of upper- and lower-middle-class 
Afrikaner men; in particular, in relation to white opposition to BEE and 
affirmative action. In the groups of individuals, I study their talk, experiences, 
and feelings. I then analyze the discourses they use to construct their identity, 
how they create boundaries between themselves and other races, and how 
they relate to their Afrikaner identity, the apartheid past, and their future in 
South Africa. The three leading questions of these chapters are: 1. How does 
work as an institution and racial redress, shape the changing discourses of 
Afrikaner men on identity, race, and ethnicity? 2. Do organizational 
discourses influence or shape individual discourses, and how do they do so? 

And 3. How do race, class and gender influence the process of identity 
formation in specific organizations and working environments, and what is 
the role of emotions therein? 

 



 

 

 

6. Pride in Transition  

6.1 THE HISTORY OF THE AHI  

The Afrikaanse Handelsinstituut (AHI) was originally erected in 1939 for the 
economic empowerment of Afrikaners. During apartheid, economic 

organizations like the AHI had a paradoxical position in the Afrikaner 
nationalist project of the 20th century. On the one hand, they always closely 
worked with the National Party and profited substantially from the politics of 
apartheid. But on the other hand, from the 1970s onwards, they were often 
more liberal than cultural and religious organizations, pushing for political 
reforms as economic circumstances seemed to demand, until at the very end 
of apartheid, when they pushed for negotiations. Finally, they also played an 
important, albeit controversial, role in facilitating the transition to democracy.  

 
ORIGINS OF THE AHI   

From its inception in 1939, the Afrikaanse Handelsinstituut has been closely 
aligned with the nationalist project of the Afrikaners, in particular with the 
component of the economic empowerment efforts by nationalists, under the 
slogan “’n Volk help homself” (A people rescues itself). In 1938, after the 
centenary celebrations of the Great Trek, the mythical history of the 
migration of the Afrikaners to the north of South Africa, there was a spur for 
the raising of capital in the Afrikaner community. For a long time, the white 
English dominated the South African economy, particularly mining and other 
large industries, with white Afrikaners only being dominant in farming and 
agriculture. In the late 1930s, with the South African economy experiencing 

new growth after the depression, a coalition emerged of the nationalist 
Broederbond and Sanlam, the big insurance company from Cape Town. The 
cooperation resulted in the Eerste Ekonomiese Volkskongres, or the first 
Economic Congress of the People, in 1939. The Volkskongres created three 
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institutions: a finance house, an organization to assist in a “rescue action” for 
the Afrikaner poor, and an Afrikaner chamber of commerce, the AHI1. The 
goal of the conference at which AHI was born was not only to attract 
Afrikaner savings for investment in promising enterprises, but also to “save” 
the Afrikaner poor by employing them. The Afrikaners were to become 
“autonomous economically” by introducing a form of volkskapitalisme, or 
capitalism of the people. In the wake of the conference, the newly erected 
AHI soon established Afrikaner business chambers across the country.  

In the war economy from 1940 onwards, many Afrikaner businessmen 
further gravitated toward the National Party. As Afrikaans historian Herman 

Giliomee notes: “The small-scale Afrikaner traders and manufacturers were 
up against established, large scale English companies that received 
governmental preference in the system of war rationing. Their business 
problems became ethnic grievances”2 Together with Afrikaner farmers, the 
AHI resisted attempts by government and large-scale enterprises to drive 
down agricultural prices. Instead, the AHI told farmers to invest their money 
in the “right places.” At its origins, the AHI was thus set up for the 
empowerment of Afrikaners. Afrikaner business, including the AHI, from the 
beginning also supported the developing apartheid program and in particular 
the demand that African urban labor be kept without labor rights.3  

In 1948, the National Party came to power and an age of economic 
ascendance arrived for Afrikaners, not only because of a growing Afrikaner 
private sector but also through rapidly expanding state-owned companies. 
From 1948 to 1976, the share of public corporations, which mainly employed 
white Afrikaners, nearly doubled in the South African economy.4 It was a 
time when affirmative action by the state was solidly white and Afrikaans. It 
was also a time when the private sector had direct access to the government. 
Organizations like AHI relied on the National Party to execute what was best 
for (Afrikaans) business and most cabinet ministers, as one member at the 
time put it, were “one call away.”  

 
THE END OF APARTH E ID AND THE TRANSITION TO DEM OCRACY  

Business interests were not always in accordance with those of the National 
Party, and at times business organizations pushed for political reforms to 
accommodate economic tensions. The first time this came to the forefront 
was after the police massacre in Sharpeville in 1968, when business proposed 
less restrictions on the travel of non-white people.5 By the end of the 1970s, 
the private sector became increasingly worried by the poor management of 
the state and pressured the government for reform. Although President 
Botha at the time managed to appease the Afrikaner business community, 
economic troubles would only increase during the 1980s: central government 
expenditure, inflation, and unemployment kept rising through the early 1980s.  

By 1986, as Giliomee notes, most business leaders felt the cost of 
apartheid had become too high, and hence they pushed to open the door to 
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negotiations. Although not a political organization, the AHI became involved 
with political talks early on. To many business leaders, it was evident that if 
South Africa were to move beyond apartheid, the ANC would be a dominant 
political force. In 1987, the AHI send a mission of 25 members to start talks 
with the ANC. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the leadership of AHI also 
became involved in the CODESA negotiations that ultimately settled South 
Africa’s transition to democracy, and the setup of the new economic forum, 
which would later evolve into Nedlec, the economic advisory board to the 
government. Internally, however, the structures of AHI had hardly changed 
throughout apartheid. In 1994 it had the same structure as it had during its 

inception in the late 1930s. Only Afrikaans speaking white businessmen could 
be members, and on its board there were only members from Afrikaans 
businesses.  

With the transition to democracy, the AHI faced a burning question: 
How to adapt to democracy? This dilemma was the main challenge facing the 
new executive head of the AHI, Jacob de Villiers, a popular former minister 
from the De Klerk government that was appointed by the executive council 
of the AHI in 1995.6 From the start, De Villiers thought that AHI needed to 
rethink its goals in the new South Africa. Could the organization become a 
legitimate partner for the new government, without losing its membership 
base: white Afrikaans speaking businessmen? The organization needed a new 
mission statement but also a new strategy, which together could symbolize 
that the organization was no longer exclusive to Afrikaners and wanted to 
work together with the new government.  

 
COOPERATION VERSU S  BELONGING  

De Villiers proposed to adopt a new slogan, “Saam skep ons welvaart,” or 
“Together we create prosperity,” and change the goal of the organization into 
delivering “successful and high-quality services to our members and the 
country.” But most of all, AHI pursued cooperation because it faced a crisis 

in legitimacy; cooperation agreements would be the easiest way to restructure 
an organization without drastic changes, while they would quickly increase 
the legitimacy of the organization as a partner for the government. De Villiers 
brokered a collaborative agreement with one of the large black business 
organizations, Nefcock, to show the AHI had not just changed its slogan but 
also its attitude toward “black” business. At the same time, such changes 
could undermine AHI’s legitimacy and the goal to stay an independent 
organization. In the media at the time, government officials and various black 
organizations tried to pressure the AHI to merge with black organizations. 
De Villiers carefully steered away from a merger. He stressed that the AHI 
has “an historic duty to cooperate” and that he wanted to work together with 
black business organizations to offer them “our knowledge and to provide 
them access.  
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It is doubtful black business needed the AHI for access to the 
government or that these goals could not be better achieved through a 
merger. Rather, preventing a merger seemed an issue of self-preservation; the 
AHI board members were concerned about alienating its members. Many 
thought (and still think) that the organization would not survive such a move 
toward a racially integrated organization with blacks and white Afrikaners. 
The issue of a possible merger is a sensitive topic among AHI members and 
preferably circumvented.7 Former AHI president André Lambrecht says: 

At AHI we have a great energy and a feeling of bonding and community. 

That is what makes people relate to each other. The goal is the language. 

There is something like community bonding; it is a pleasant type of people I 

find there.  

Lambrecht says that it is simply nice to talk Afrikaans. Another former AHI 
president, Van Wijck, thinks that a merger would ultimately have not been 
accepted by the Afrikaner businessmen because they would have “no longer 
felt at home. It would be a monster in which they would not be heard; it 
would alienate them and create room for other organizations that would not 
be so liberal as the AHI.  

The tension in the organization, on one hand signifying to the outside 
world the willingness to cooperate and on the other hand defending its 
existence as an autonomous cultural organization as to not alienate its 
members, results in a balancing act. One way in which this act is performed is 
through the promotion of a “discourse of cooperation.” It is remarkable how 
AHI members speak in similar ways about the goals of the organization and 
its method of operating; they say the AHI has its own “special strategy” in 
which it does not “criticize in newspapers” or “make a lot of noise” to 
“confront” the new government openly. The AHI does not work for the 
“pride of the organization” but instead to change “the system for the larger 
lot.” The organization likes to“cooperate” and “move ahead together.” This, 

they say, has made the AHI a “valued partner” of the ANC government. 
Maybe the real test case for the AHI to bridge the tension was the invitation 
to admit a statement to the TRC in 1997.  

6.2 REFRAMING THE PAST AND THE FUTURE 

The TRC was never set up to do economic analysis or particularly focus on 
economic crimes. The hearings of the business community, including AHI, 
were only a small part of the process. Of course, the crimes of the business 
community were of a very different character and category than the human 
rights violations that were at the core of the committee’s work. In general, the 

crimes were more subtle and indirect, but with serious consequences for the 
non-white population of South Africa.8 Nevertheless, the TRC did have 
“business hearings” and the AHI was part of it. In fact, the AHI was one of 
the few organizations that made a submission to the committee. While today 
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this is heralded as a courageous act of cooperation, it is the content of the 
document that is more revealing how the AHI reframed the organization in 
the new South Africa.  

 
THE SUBM ISSION TO THE TRC 

In the letter to the AHI, the TRC describes the goals of these hearings as “to 
examine the role of business and labor with specific reference to the 
circumstances and context in which human rights violations occurred.” They 
further write that the three broad themes of the hearings to be dealt with 
have a goal to reveal the causes and circumstances of the conflict, namely (1) 
the relationship between apartheid and the economy; (2) business, 
government and the trade unions; (3) the total onslaught, total strategy, and 
reform.9 The AHI in its submission deals with the following themes: the AHI 
as a business organization; the AHI’s historical development; omissions and 
commissions; and thoughts on reconciliation. Theo van Wijck led the team to 
prepare a submission, as outgoing president he had taken the initiative to 
write a statement and he was also an experienced lawyer. He says: 

We were not going to ask for amnesty; we were going to submit because we 

felt it is right to say certain things, we have to make a statement, and we 

want to play a constructive role in South Africa.  

Van Wijck saw the TRC as an opportunity to play a more constructive role in 
the future. The document would not emerge without struggle. Objectors 
argued that the AHI should not get involved with the TRC as it represented 
only the ANC, although with a “different hat.” They argued that the AHI had 
done nothing wrong—most businesses had actually created work in difficult 
times; they had educated people and treated them well; and they had actually 
done good. Before the final draft was submitted, several members on the 
board of the AHI resigned out of protest. Together with Van Wijck, De 
Villiers saw the moral need and necessity to claim a new legitimacy: “I 
thought, this is necessary, what happened was wrong. We are going to work 
together in the new South Africa and play a constructive role.” The 
submission is a curious document for its evasive tone and halfhearted 
admission, but its argumentation reveals most of all the future-oriented goals 
of the documents. Although the TRC hearings were focused on the past, the 
AHI used their submission effectively to recast its role for the future. 

The opening clause of the submission reads: “With this submission we 
intend to highlight some lessons that may be learnt from our experience in 
order to contribute to reconciliation and economic growth. … The AHI’s 
submission is therefore an effort to assist in the process of understanding and 

healing.” It further states: “The submission naturally does not deal with 
incidents involving gross human rights violations but focuses on the 
institutional part of our recent history.” It is not surprising that the AHI 
mimics the language of the TRC on understanding and healing, but what are 
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the lessons to be learned from their experience, as the AHI phrases the 
question? Indeed, the AHI uses the document to immediately present itself in 
a different light. Under the header “Vision, Mission and Objectives,” the AHI 
prominently states its (new) vision slogan: “Together we create prosperity”—
as if to say it has changed already. In the section “Membership and 
Structure,” the organization defines itself as follows: the AHI is “a voluntary 
association that spans the entire business spectrum and cannot easily be 
classified in terms of language or cultural groups.” This is certainly a bold 
statement. Given that it was issued in 1997, none of its leadership had been 
anything other than Afrikaans. Almost all of its members were white and 

Afrikaans. Nevertheless, the AHI is daring enough to present itself as an 
inclusive organization that is open for everybody.  

 
REWRITING H I STORY  

Much of the document is taken up by a summary of the history of AHI. In 
this history, the Afrikaner is presented as a party that lost a war, as powerless 
and apolitical, as a group of people that needed to be empowered, as victims, 
say, rather than victors. The document starts with the assertion that 
“Afrikaners among others were impoverished by the Anglo-Boer War and the 
depression of the thirties…” and that in the early days of the organization, 
“economic issues consistently received precedence over political questions” 
and the focus was on “the economic upliftment of the impoverished 
Afrikaner.” The history of the AHI and Afrikaners is thus firmly established 
in the narrative of Afrikaner economic empowerment from the 1930s to the 
1980s. With the advent of apartheid and separate development (the years 
1960-1976) the narrative of victims is no longer sustainable and the history of 
the AHI becomes more problematic. Here, the AHI has to deal upfront with 
the endorsement of specific apartheid policies. In reference to the support of 
AHI for the policy of “separate development,” it reads: 

At the time the AHI focused on economic issues from a market-oriented point 

of view and on promoting the economic interests of its members. However, 

the AHI also made pronouncements on the social policies of the time. The 

AHI specifically endorsed separate development. Without in any way 

detracting from the AHI’s willingness to accept responsibility for such 

pronouncements, it must be noted that support for separate development was 

part and parcel of the majority of the white community’s thinking at the time. 

The white Afrikaans churches, newspapers, cultural organizations, and the 

wider community broadly subscribed to the notion that the separate 

development of South African population groups was seen as the best 

guarantee for overall justice and peace in the country. The AHI was part of that 

collective thinking.10 

The overall strategy of this type of history writing by now is clear: if possible, 
the AHI presents itself as the exception to the rule and therefore not guilty of 
apartheid. But when such a representational strategy seems implausible (for 
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instance when the AHI openly endorsed apartheid policies) it pursues an 
alternative strategy. They stress they were part of “collective thinking.” 
Moreover, the AHI suggests apartheid’s social policies had little to do with 
economic policy. It reads:  

It should be noted that the main focus of AHI activities was not concerned 

with the promotion of a particular social policy; it was the promotion of the 

business/economic interests of its members. The AHI promoted the 

principles of free enterprise amongst its members.  

Because the AHI never endorsed any “social policy” (implied are the 
apartheid laws) but only “business/economic interests,” it would not be 
responsible for apartheid. In part, the reasoning of the AHI mirrors the focus 
of the TRC on severe transgressions of the regime, and not on the working of 
the economic system. But it is still remarkable how the AHI suggests that 
because it had only economic interest, it was not supporting an exploitive 
economic system.11  

In 1984, the document states, the AHI experienced “a change of heart” 
and this led to the amendment of the constitution of the AHI. The 
amendment “effectively drew a line through the previous exclusivity of 
membership and members of other language and population groups 
subsequently joined the AHI.” In the same period, the AHI portrays itself as 
a “very active” agent of change in the political process and the CODESA I 
and II negotiations. It also helped set up the National Economic Forum 
(Nedlec). In summary, it says:  

The AHI helped pave the way for and contributed to the preparations for 

the eventual transition. The political initiatives of 1990 were greatly 

facilitated by the AHI who helped to secure support for them countrywide 

among business people.  

The AHI thus presents itself as a major force in facilitation of the transition. 
One senses, in the language, this conclusion is drawn with a certain pride, a 
pride that seems at odds with the overall purpose of the TRC submission. 
Since 1995, the document further states, the AHI is committed to and 
involved in “economic growth, which benefits all sectors of the population” 
and opposed to “emigration in body, mind and attitude.” 

 
BUSINESS  PROFITS  DURING APARTHEID?  

How, then, did business benefit from apartheid, according to the AHI? The 
answer at first seems one of unapologetic denial: “We are aware of 
perceptions that business, in particular Afrikaans business, benefited from 
apartheid. In as much as individual businesses benefited from apartheid, the 
AHI’s structures were not used for this purpose and neither was it AHI 
policy to promote individual favouring.” Instead of admitting to any 
“organizational responsibility,” the AHI opts in the document for a general 
statement that “the policy of apartheid” has made South Africa much poorer 
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then “the country and its people” could have been. Any suggestion that 
business would have profited from apartheid seems to be rejected: “A poorer 
society simply means less business and fewer opportunities. Business did not 
benefit from this. In fact, business could have created significantly more 
wealth had apartheid not been in force, assuming a peaceful transition” and 
“the notion that apartheid benefited business in general is a fallacy.”  

The above statement is extraordinary both in its boldness and in its 
efforts to shift guilt completely on the shoulders of the government. It is 
rewriting the history of the economy of apartheid.  

What AHI does admit is that apartheid disadvantaged black business.12 

But even this admission is strangely contrasted with the economic success of 
the Afrikaner community. A success that is contributed solely to the 
investment rate: “the mobilisation of the savings of the white Afrikaans 
community to float businesses from among their own ranks produced 
remarkable results in terms of economic growth and empowerment of the 
white Afrikaans-speaking community.” It is a rather odd move, to first argue 
that apartheid did not benefit business and then to boast about Afrikaner 
economic success. But to dislodge the economic achievement of the 
Afrikaners from the oppression of apartheid seems a broader goal of the 
AHI: how else can the organization distribute a document today about what 
the ANC can learn from the empowerment of the Afrikaner?  

In the section “Omissions and Commissions,” the AHI admits the 
“major mistakes” of endorsing separate development, lodging no moral or 
economic objections against apartheid, and failing to produce a proper labor 
relations law. For these acts, the AHI writes, it accepts moral responsibility, 
admits that fellow South Africans were gravely wronged, and wishes to 
express sincere regret and apologies to those affected. Finally, in the two last 
sections, “lessons learnt” and “reparation,” the AHI argues that the 
organization has learnt the ability to be critical of itself and its history. It 
further suggests that socio-economic development of the total populace is 
vital and that “pride, self-reliance, and self-motivation are the keys to the 
future.” Nevertheless, the AHI is cautious about the endorsement of 
affirmative action and black economic empowerment. It reads: 

Affirmative action and black economic empowerment play a prominent part 

in many current policy initiatives. The ultimate objective of these measures 

should be to help each person to unlock his/her full potential so as to be 

able to compete sustainably on merit in a very competitive world. Special 

efforts are warranted in respect of those who were disadvantaged. However, 

care should be taken to prevent such measures from evolving into a new 

form of harmful race discrimination.  

Although carefully worded, the AHI seems to be saying that affirmative 
action can also be seen as race discrimination.13 The document concludes 
with a firm statement that South Africa “now competes in a global market” 
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and that “robust economic growth” is a necessity, which is only possible 
through being “internationally competitive.” Here, of course, the AHI makes 
a political statement against economic policies for redistribution or other 
economic policies that might harm business interest.  

The TRC challenged the AHI to say it was sorry for its past and to show 
how it had changed its ways. However, the content of the document reads 
not so much as an apology for the past but more as a strategic document for 
the future. AHI positions itself as an inclusive organization, with a proud 
history of economic empowerment and transition credentials. In the end, the 
AHI was one of the few organizations that wrote a submission to the TRC.14 

Simply, its submission and engagement with the TRC became a political 
statement because so many other organizations did not participate in the 
process, including the majority of churches and white Afrikaner labor unions. 
What was originally seen as a great challenge is today loudly praised by its 
members. They stress over and over again that the AHI worked with the 
TRC. It was as if to say we cooperated, we got the stamp of approval, we 
made it through. Next was the desire to change its public face.   

6.3 A CHANGE OF FACE  

In the last decade, roughly from 1998 until 2010, there has been a radical 

transition in the people that has led the AHI. Crucial to the initiation of this 
change of public face has been the former head of Business South Africa 
(BSA) Andre Lambrecht, a businessman with rich experience in the new 
negotiation structures leading up to the transition to democracy.15 Lambrecht 
foresaw that with the absence of any serious opposition, the commercial 
sector would become an important “conflict area.” In the 1980s, Lambrecht 
had been involved in negotiations from the business side in which 
“recognition agreements” were signed between the new black labor unions 
like Cosatu and large corporations like Barlo Rand. He had helped to set up 
the Independent Mediation Service of South Africa (IMSA). The goal of 
these new institutions had been to educate black and commercial leaders on 
both sides of the divide in transitional democratic processes. These structures 
evolved into the National Peace Accords, the Economic, Housing and 
Education Forums, and Nedlac.  

 
A   COLOURED PRESID ENT  

Business organizations, according to Lambrecht, have played a crucial role in 
the democratic transition in South Africa. When asked in 1998 to join the 
AHI and become president, Lambrecht knew the AHI had been involved in 
CODESA negotiations in the early 1990s and in the Business Consultancy 

Movement. It was the continuation of this role that Lambrecht foresaw for 
the AHI. During his presidency, one goal of Lambrecht was to push for new 
business organizations consisting of both white and black businessmen; new 
organizations that would have less of a hint of being interest vehicles for 
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racial or ethnic groups. Another more important goal was to change the face 
of the organization. Lambrecht suggested Franklin Sonn to become 
president, a well-respected man, Afrikaans speaking, and former ambassador 
to the United States during the Mandela government.16 In 2000, Sonn became 
the first non-white president of AHI. With his national stature, he brought 
both prestige and government contacts to the organization.17  

In his presidential address, Sonn spoke of the African Renaissance ideas 
from President Mbeki, and his efforts to be a new kind of African leader who 
could perform in foreign country with “calm and ease.”18 The many problems 
of South Africa should be seen not as negatives but as “challenges and new 

possibilities.” Sonn argued that Africa mainly has an image problem and a 
need to market itself. Africa was not always poor, he claims; centuries ago 
Africa excelled and prospered. Through goodwill and practical actions, unity 
can again be created out of diversity. He argues that South African companies 
are conquering the world. South Africans, Sonn says, have historically always 
picked up the challenge, and turned roadblocks into building blocks. Sonn 
connected this upbeat message with the AHI. The “uncomfortable” past is 
still important, he argued, but “South Africans are future-people, like all good 
businessmen.” The AHI consist of “today- and tomorrow-people” and this 
makes him proud to be at the AHI. He depicts its members as opportunity 
seekers and creators, who reach out to government and are able to change 
poverty into prosperity. But he also argues the organization is truly sensitive 
and worried about poverty. He quoted Anton Rupert’s warning that “a 
person will sleep restless next to a hungry person” and said we need a “total 
onslaught on poverty.”19   

Three years later, in 2003, Anton Botha, a white, Afrikaans-speaking 
president, no longer talks about economic globalization or how South African 
companies conquer the world. Instead, Botha reiterates the necessity for the 
creation of new inclusive collective business bodies. He stresses the need for 
“cooperation, effective representation and functionality,” which are all 
continuously under threat in an ANC-dominated business climate. The AHI 
has helped to set up new inclusive business organizations, such as BUSA 
(Business South Africa). Only through business unity, Botha argues, the AHI 
can keep its current level of access to the government and effectively 
influence its business policies. But he has to admit that AHI is not able to 
lead such organizations, given historical realities. Instead it should focus on 
strengthening its own organization. The power of the organization, Botha 
says, is its members.20 He is straightforward in what AHI provides to its 
members: “We come together to improve and extend our network and to 
spend time together. As a voluntary organization we do so because we feel at 
home in AHI. Within the organization, we can practice our language and our 
culture and do business with like-minded people. South Africa would be a 
poorer country if we did not do this job well.” Members feel at home with 
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the AHI, because they can speak their language and have the same culture. 
While the concerns of the AHI thus shift over time, what remains is the 
tension between cooperation and belonging and the concerns about the 
legitimacy of the organization. 

Black Economic Empowerment (BEE) hardly improves matters for 
AHI.21 Botha argues that BEE is “politically and socially necessary” to get 
people involved in profitable economic activity, who were before excluded 
through racial discrimination. He says that the AHI has accepted the cost and 
necessity of BEE as it contributes to “social stability” and “hope for previous 
disadvantages.” To AHI members, Botha defends the policy for “its 

possibilities and challenges” and its necessity in the overall goal of enlarging 
the middle-income group in South Africa.22 In AHI circles, enlarging the 
black middle class is often presented as the most effective way of pursuing 
responsive governance. This new class would demand an effective 
government, service delivery, and a stable economic climate. The AHI thus 
never actively challenges BEE. Japie Steenkamp, who was the president two 
years after Botha, in 2005, is still upbeat about the prospects of the new 
South Africa.23 He is “excited” about the future and thinks that the country 
has a lot of “potential,” and that with the “right policy decisions” it has a 
bright future. He is proud that South Africa devised a democratic system, 
where war was another possibility. “If we can make that work,” he says, “we 
can make everything work. Business people are not emotional creatures but 
pragmatic people; we want to solve the problem. If during apartheid I am 
excluded from the world market because of all the boycotts, then I have a 
problem. I have to solve it. So what is the solution?”  

 
A  BLACK PRESIDENT  

In its most transformational shift, the AHI in 2006 asks ANC stalwart Nakedi 
Mathews Phosa to become president. Phosa is an ANC politician who had 
been in exile during the struggle and after 1994 was the first black premier of 

Mpumalanga.24 After his first stint as politician, Phosa became a successful 
businessman and sits on the board of various large corporations, often 
together with AHI board members. Before Mathews Phosa accepts the 
request, he first consults with former president Mandela. Mandela tells him it 
is a great opportunity for Phosa to sell BEE to the (local) Afrikaans 
businesses community. And so, when Phosa becomes president in 2006, he 
goes on a grand tour through South Africa to sell the benefits of BEE to the 
local AHI chambers. In his speech to the yearly meeting of the AHI, he 
stresses the “transparency” of the organization, the effort both on the 
national and local level to “work together,” the “intelligence” and “intellectual 
force” of the organization, and how much he has “learned” from Afrikaans 
businessmen.25 Phosa argues that the country needs the AHI and that he has 
found that the government, on various levels, has very high expectations of 
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the contribution to be made by the AHI through “insight, knowledge and 
willingness.”  

But Phosa also inserts a new language on change. He argues that this is a 
“time of transformation,” echoing the newly popular transformation 
discourse within the ANC. However, Phosa is aware of the sensitivities of his 
white Afrikaans audience. He stresses the unintended consequences of the 
efforts to undo the unequal playing field and underdevelopment; the poor 
and slow implementation of well-intended programs; the unnecessary layoffs 
of experienced bureaucrats and the inability to make use of older people’s 
skills and experience. The AHI needs to lead, Phosa says; leadership is about 

pointing the way, even if this means you have to define your “environment” 
in an unfavorable way. The AHI has been able to expand its membership 
“across borders” and is now a leader who entrepreneurs look up to for 
direction. Phosa thus talks of transformation but is at the same time 
reconciliatory: “We should not punish ourselves for the past but we should 
use our expertise to create possibilities for other people. We live in a place of 
forgiveness and, more importantly, of possibilities. It is our role as the AHI 
to responsibly open up these opportunities for our members.”26 Forgiveness 
and transformation—for Phosa they go hand in hand.  

In 2008, Eltie Links, a former ambassador for the old National Party 
government, becomes president of the AHI. Links is coloured but he knows 
the Afrikaans elite at the AHI well. He served under the apartheid 
government as a representative to the World Bank from 1986 until 1990 
during President Botha. He was the first black man who was a representative 
in Washington. Links is sensitive to arguments that he was co-opted by the 
organization, but he is used to the accusation. He says:  

Look, in my life I have already done many things for which people here in 

South Africa can accuse me, what we call here, in South Africa, being a 

“sellout.” Someone who is too early, too quickly to accept change and who 

is not sure that it is genuine. I am used to jumping early. My philosophy is, 

there must be someone who stands on both sides and says: enough is 

enough. If I would just be a professor … you can’t do anything, you have no 

voice. If you have such a post, and you have the IMF and World Bank to 

support you, you say to your government: The World Bank wants A, B, C, 

and D. And you have said to the World Bank what they should say, because 

you know your country. From the inside, you have an incredible strong 

position to prescribe what change should take place. 

Links argues that as an insider in organizations such as the World Bank, but 
also the AHI, you have a much stronger position to change things than being 

outside them. He is weary of accusations that he moves too quickly or sells 
out. Originally, Links was asked by the first coloured president of AHI, 
Franklin Sonn. He is outspoken about the position of people like Sonn and 
himself. He says:  
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We have a role to play. Sonn recognized that here (AHI) is a place where I 

can influence people’s ‘mindset’ for the positive. That he as a brown person 

can help the organization to include more brown people. He felt he could 

reconcile himself with the boundaries of the acceptable within the 

organization. He gives the organization credibility, he makes the 

organization more useful and he gets himself his own reward. … The fact 

that Franklin Sonn, Mathews Phosa, and I have been heads of the 

organization has helped many companies decide to become a member of the 

AHI. They would not have been members otherwise. The usefulness of 

opposition and the “perceptual payoff” for the organization, if you appoint 

leaders that represent an inclusive approach that is what makes it for 

everybody better. … I was the third president (of color). I am just a 

perpetuation, a changing mindset in philosophy in the way the Afrikaners 

thinks about the future. And it is not Afrikaners anymore, it is Afrikaans 

speaking. My mission is the verengelsen, or the admittance and promotion of 

English, to create awareness and acceptance for the use of other language. 

As long as the person can understand Afrikaans but speaks English, there is 

no problem. AHI becomes more relaxed, more inclusive. 

Links likes to think of himself as an ambassador of change and sees himself 
as representing the “changing mindset” of the Afrikaners. He presents his 
appointment as a win-win situation: the organization becomes more 
respectable and he lands an interesting position. In 2009, AHI got its first 
female president, a coloured woman by the name of Venita Klein, a director 
at the ABSA bank. The bank has long-standing ties with AHI and asked 
Klein to represent the bank on the board. Klein herself feels she has been 
brought in by AHI because of her expertise gained in and outside of ABSA in 
the management of transformation. She sees for herself a transformative task 
for which she is happily co-opted.  

During Klein’s tenure, AHI welcomes three more women on its board of 
directors. The organization shifts its attention to the crisis of local 
government and local economic development in South Africa, a pertinent 
issue for many small companies that are member of the local chambers of 
commerce.27 In her presidential addresses, Klein is concerned with the 
“further transformation” of the AHI, specifically in terms of “language” and 
“brand.” Nevertheless, it is evident the organization has come a long way 
when she—as the first female and coloured president—underlines how 
important it is to her “to protect at all costs the image of the organization 
with her rich history and that its flawless reputation will be carried into the 
future.”  

6.4 THE PRODUCTION OF PRIDE  

Although not without conflict, within a period of 10 years the AHI has been 
able to change its public face in a dramatic way and represent an image to the 
outside world of an organization that has become open, multicultural, and 
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thus transformed. It is an achievement in which most AHI board members 
take great pride. The AHI provides its members a discourse about the 
transformation of the organization and its role in South Africa. Most 
importantly, this discourse provides various anchor points for the members 
to feel pride in the organization and its achievements; a pride that is actively 
cultivated by the organization. What are the different elements of this positive 
self-presentation that allow these members of the economic elite to feel pride 
about the organization, themselves, and their achievements?  

First of all, AHI by its mere survival and continuation as an organization 
gives its members a sense of pride. Many Afrikaner organizations are either 

withering away or have simply disappeared. Instead, the AHI still has a strong 
position and relevance, not only for its members but also (as the board 
members like to stress) to the country and the black majority. In part, this is 
reflected in regular meetings with the government, the reserve bank, the ANC 
speakers at the AHI yearly conference, and the position of the members of 
the AHI itself.  

Second, the members take pride in the “record of transformation” that 
the AHI has obtained. The submission to the TRC plays a central role here. 
Theo van Wijck argues that it was the TRC submission that saved the 
organization. He says:  

If we had not made a submission, it would have been a great mistake. Look 

at the legitimacy the AHI still has. How many organizations are there still? 

The National Party has died … All the other things have just disappeared. 

But the Afrikaanse Handels Instituut … Although we call ourselves now by 

our abbreviation AHI something I do not really understand … I am 

unashamed Afrikaans. 

The AHI is still relevant and many agree with Van Wijck because of the TRC 
submission. Ironically, precisely because the AHI made a submission while 
many others did not, its submission plays such a valuable role. Few 
remember, however, what was actually stated in the submission, which is an 
ambiguous document. Van Wijck also refers to a recent “name change” or 
rather the new habit to just refer to the abbreviation of the organization 
instead of the full name. Note how Van Wijck stresses in this regard that he is 
“unashamed” Afrikaans.  

But pride in the transformational record is not limited to members with 
the traditional background. New members equally remark on their pride in 
the fact that the AHI is a transformed organization, and they are of course 
their own embodiment of that pride. The Afrikaans language plays an 
important unifying role. Although the organization is now officially bilingual 
and distributes its documents in both English and Afrikaans, the organization 
is still proudly Afrikaans. Many white members express that at the AHI they 
find a “sense of community” and “brotherhood.” André Lambrecht says that 
speaking the language of Afrikaans is one of the purposes of the organization. 
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But such a sentiment, of pride in Afrikaans and the history of Afrikaans, is 
also present in the new members. The AHI has been remarkably successful in 
recruiting coloured members who are sympathetic to the importance of 
Afrikaans as a “common heritage”—as it is presented now. Venita Klein says:   

I see myself as a new economy leader. Certainly, my team (at ABSA bank) is 

completely transformed between white-black-male-female. For me, there is 

only one thing that counts and that is performance. I think based on a track 

record that I have built up, I was invited to serve on the board of the AHI. I 

joined three years ago and I was pleasantly surprised by the transformation 

that had already taken place. For me, it is about getting the job done. I was 

approached by the then-president Matthew Phosa. But I didn’t know the 

organization. And my first reaction was: why? Why do I want to do this? 

Because based on my own ignorance and not recognizing the level of 

transformation that had taken place, I thought: this has taken me backwards, 

not forwards. I was pleasantly surprised when I got there, of the 

transformation that had already taken place. I was certainly not the first 

person of color to get into a leadership position. Before me it was Franklin 

Sonn, Mathew Phosa, Eltie Links and myself, so I was fourth in line. I was 

the first woman in the 66th year history. … The AHI is predominantly 

Afrikaans. I do speak Afrikaans but it is not my first language. One thing I 

realized is that we all have pride in our heritage. Afrikaans, the language, is 

still very much part of the pride of our country and it is not a white thing 

only. Which is something we get wrong as South Africans, we wanted to get 

rid of Afrikaans because in the apartheid regime people were forced to speak 

the language who did not want to. But we are past that. For the last 14 years 

we had a choice of what we speak, and a lot of people still speak 

Afrikaans—white, black, and coloureds. However, people who do not speak 

Afrikaans should also feel welcome. To prove the point we have just opened 

up a chamber in Soweto; we will be affiliated with an organization in 

Soweto.28 

Klein positions herself as a “new economy leader” that is all about 
“performance” and “getting the job done.” She stresses that the team she 
manages at ABSA is completely transformed. In other words, she clearly 
posits herself as a new type of transformational leader. But she places herself 
in the history of the organization, as to say: I represent how much the 
organization has changed, and I am proud and happy about that. She argues 
that the AHI has transformed and that we all should have pride in our 
heritage. In her presidential address, she explicitly states that it is her goal “to 
protect the image of the organization with her rich history at all cost and that 
its flawless reputation will be carried into the future.” 

Third, the history of Afrikaners’ economic empowerment is used to build 
a sense of common pride between the AHI and the new black business elite. 
Afrikaners’ economic empowerment is presented as a successful example for 
blacks to follow, even though the AHI presents it also as an alternative model 
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to current BEE efforts. In The Economic Empowerment of The Afrikaners, a 
Modern Interpretation, a paper written by researchers for the AHI, the AHI 
suggests that Afrikaner empowerment never depended on large-scale forced 
transfers of English speakers’ assets to Afrikaners—an obvious reference to 
BEE programs of wealth transference to black South Africans. Instead, the 
writers stress the importance of “culture and values” for economic 
development; thrift, industriousness, patience, and a willingness to make 
sacrifices would have made the difference for Afrikaners. Given the power of 
the state during the reign of the National Party, the role of the government is 
surprisingly critically addressed. The document warns for the negative side 

effects of “government intervention” in the economy, and stresses the role of 
“individuals and groups” in economic development.29 In a sign of the AHI’s 
ambivalence toward the ANC’s goals of redistribution, it notes that “socio-
economic functions such as education, health services, and housing and 
welfare services redistribute wealth, but can also make citizens dependent on 
the state.” 

Fourth, the members argue that the organization also plays a proud 
transformational role in the business sector. It leads the way, they say, and 
this is reason for pride. Many members argue that the AHI is a “reliable 
partner” for the government and praised for its “expertise” and “cooperative 
spirit.” Such self-praise and sense of pride is professed by the traditional, 
white Afrikaans members as well as the new members. In October 2006, 
Matthew Phosa speaks as the outgoing AHI president at the yearly 
conference of the Afrikaanse Handelsinstituut.30 As a well-respected member 
of the anti-apartheid struggle, he takes a remarkable position toward the AHI. 
He says: 

Because of the leadership of people within the AHI, we have been able to 

become a player within the restructuring process in the business sector, to 

which other entrepreneurs look for direction. I can say this with pride and 

not to boast. This proves again, that we should not punish ourselves for the 

past, but that we have to use our skills to create opportunities for others. We 

live in an environment of forgiveness and, more importantly, of 

opportunities. It is our job as AHI to unlock these opportunities for our 

members. 

Phosa preaches a forward-looking spirit and praises the AHI for its positive 
role in the business sector. Moreover, this pride functions for Phosa as a 
legitimation to stop feeling guilty about the past and instead cooperate and 
work together for the future.  

Finally, the above-mentioned points add up and are projected back into 

the past. The AHI then obtains a crucial role in the transition to democracy. 
This, of course, is the strongest evidence that AHI provides to its members a 
sense of pride about the positive role of the AHI in the recent history of 
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South Africa’s transformation to democracy. Former AHI president 
Steenkamp says:  

The chamber of commerce was one of the transition agents. In a way they 

realized that the system of apartheid did not work. The exclusion of the 

blacks from the economy could not work. Our members, the AHI people, 

were one of the first from the side of business who negotiated with the 

ANC. The chamber of commerce is not a political organization; we are a 

business organization that looks at the business side of things. But if along 

the way we encounter something that obstructs the growth and prosperity of 

the country, we act. The AHI was strongly criticized by its members for 

doing so, when they initially said they would get involved in the 

transformation process. But the AHI switched gears without any trauma, 

because they saw the problem of apartheid, they saw the problem of 

excluding people from the economy. Of course there were people who said 

‘you are selling us out’ and ‘this is not going to work.’ But the AHI has seen 

the bigger picture.    

According to Steenkamp, the AHI was a key player in the transition from 
apartheid to democracy. The AHI recognized that apartheid and the exclusion 
of black people was wrong and saw they needed to change—and they did. 
Change for the organization was a “smooth process” and “nothing dramatic.” 
It was all “without any trauma.” 



 

 



 

 

6.5 AFRIKANER ENTREPRENEURS AT WORK  

 

“WE W ERE EXCITED A BOUT  1994”   

Entrepreneurs were excited about the transition to democracy in 1994. They 
were excited about the radical changes happening in South Africa: the end of 
apartheid; the release of Nelson Mandela; the negotiations with the ANC; the 
first democratic election. That is what the men tell you today. They came of 
age at the time Mandela was released in 1990. Some still served in the army 
and the policy force, a mandatory civic duty for young, white Afrikaner men 
until 1993. The men follow the recounting of their hopes of 1994 with 

another story; a story that begins with “But today ….” Today, the men are 
disillusioned about what the change has brought. The question is why.  

 
THE LOSS OF INNOCENCE  

Many men became politically conscious for the first time at the university. 
Marius Korf, today a successful accountant with his own firm, studied at 
Pretoria University in the late 1980s. On campus, political battles were fought 
on a daily basis. Even for students who were not political active, like Korf, it 
was hard to not get excited about politics and the signs of the times. Change 
was needed, he thought. He recalls:   

When I arrived at the university, there was a strong presence of the National 

Party. These were the years where many started to ask questions about 

apartheid. Our Law faculty at the university had invited Lekota from the 

ANC at that time. And that was something terrible … this was in 1988 … I 

started to talk about it with my father. This caused many conflicts. So, after a 

time I completely avoided the topic but more and more I started to converse 

with my fellow students and such. My whole political awareness started at 

the university.  

Korf’s story of becoming aware of the political situation in South Africa 

during his student years is exemplary for his generation, as is the clash this 
provoked with the older generation. Few men were politically active in their 
student days. Rather, they were swept up by the political developments. As a 
fourth-year law student, Korf was asked to join the team of Minister Roelf 
Meyer as an intern to prepare the CODESA negotiations between the ANC 
and the National Party. He recalls:  

I was really impressed by the fact that this was a good thing that was going 

on. It is a miracle that we negotiated in a peaceful way. My dad kept saying 

all the time, ‘We are selling the country, we’re making a big mistake, Africa is 

going to take us over.’ We just thought this is a unique event that is 

unfolding. And it is a miraculous thing. I was part of the people who said, 

’Yes, let’s do it. But then …. 

Korf was impressed by the events in his country. He identifies himself with 
the young generation of Afrikaners who said “yes” to the transition. 
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However, the phase during which the men felt that things “worked out” did 
not last long. Note the final lament Korf makes: ‘But then ….’ His 
excitement about change did not endure.  

Other men tell a less heroic tale about their travails during the transition. 
Carl Kleynhans had just become a dentist with his own practice. As the 
breadwinner of a young family, he was concerned about the future and 
unsure what to expect from the transition. He flew to London to get 
registered as a dentist. He recalls: 

Initially it seemed to turn out well. I just went with the flow to see what was 

going to happen. Your attitude was to realize that they can run the country. 

Although it is not as good as it was, I think. But, they can do it. But then 

there was a surprise when Mandela went out. Things changed again. And I 

think that was the basic fear we all had, that they will feel nothing for the 

white person. And that’s exactly what’s happening today. They don’t feel 

anything for the whites …. I think that’s why a lot of people are leaving the 

country. 

Kleynhans mixes his recollection of the past with his assessment of the 
present. In just a few sentences he moves from the duty to accept that blacks 
could run the country, to the fear that he would have to leave the country. It 
is a dramatic narrative arc—what starts with hope in a good future and a 
willingness to change ends with fear and distrust. Nevertheless, it is a story 
line the majority of men tell: first, they felt the excitement of being part of 
history; they accepted the need to change and they welcome transition to 
democracy.1 As if to say they are the generation of change, they are the ones 
who realized apartheid was wrong. Then their hopes are crushed—the change 
did not materialize in the way they imagined; things went the wrong way. The 
story starts with hope but ends with disillusionment. After the excitement 
there is always disappointment.  

What makes these successful entrepreneurs, who have benefitted 
significantly from the advantages of the new open economy, so dissatisfied 
with the present? It is a story line the men tell to put their generation in a 
positive light, and demarcates their generation as different from the older 
generation of Afrikaner racists. 

 
CONFRONTING BLACK ECONOM IC EM POWERM ENT  

One explanation is the introduction of broad-based Black Economic 
Empowerment (BEE). Many white businesses were affected by the 
introduction of BEE at the end of the 1990s. The execution of BEE is a 
topic of great concern for most entrepreneurs. The men express frustration 
about the process and dismiss BEE as “just politics” that has “nothing to do” 
with business. They complain that, while they “want to help” and “do 
business,” the government and black businessmen are no longer interested in 
the quality of your business and services but only in their BEE status. The 
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small-business owners feel BEE forces them to give away for free what they 
have built with “their own hands.” Jan Heerden, who has a very successful 
security software company, says: 

I still don’t have BEE. That is needed and they force you. But I am really 

negative about it. The problem is: who do you take? Do you take someone 

who can play a role, someone with political clout or influence? They will 

look for money but won’t contribute anything. Or you get someone who 

meets all the criteria, but then you find out he is being prosecuted for 

forgery and … It is a hopeless sport. It is very difficult. Or you get a group 

that is interested but they want to buy your shares with your money. You 

worked your ass off to develop something, to put something together that is 

well structured, organized, and financially viable. That is not just a question 

of giving it away. I am not going to do that. But without BEE, you can’t sign 

big contracts. You cannot do business with the government. 

Heerden stresses the “sweat and tears” he puts into his company. BEE feels 
like giving his company away. What he presents as a practical question (who 
should be my partner?) slips into a lament about how his hard work is not 
appreciated.  

The men are rarely positive about BEE. Nevertheless, they phrase their 
opposition to BEE ambiguously. In the first instance, they seem to endorse 
the policy. For instance, disagreement starts with a disclaimer like “I think 
empowerment is necessary but ….” Only then their opposition to the policy 
will be clearly stated and they will say, carefully, that they disagree with the 
policy. Opposition to BEE is expressed, using various arguments. First, the 
men argue that BEE is not necessarily wrong, but that it is implemented in 
the wrong way. This is the most common way to express opposition. Andre 
Lessing says:  

My view on this matter is, if you are serious about it, if you truly respect 

people, then you should be more at ease to empower people. That is a 

natural process, about what you do to truly empower people so that they 

truly can make it happen on their own. I know of ways to educate and 

possibilities for learning on the job—all those things need to be encouraged 

and supported. The financial transaction is a useful part of this process, but 

you can’t put a few people together at a table and drink a glass of wine and 

just do a deal. That is not empowerment in the end—it excludes people. 

There is some space for this, but the best thing to do is to cooperate all 

together to achieve a true foundation for a community, to really experience 

liberation—economic liberation and social liberation. That is the road we 

should take.    

Lessing’s use of the language of liberation is a reference to ANC’s own 
language of liberation. He protests the wealth transference aspect of BEE in a 
subtle way by arguing that the focus should be on education. Lessing limits 
his critique to the implementation process.  
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A variation of this argument is to say that many blacks also disagree with 
the way the policy is implemented. Martin Mostert says:  

If it is rightly implemented then I do not think it is wrong. But it is my 

personal opinion that it is applied wrongly. I am not the only one who says 

so. I also have a number of black clients who feel the same way. Even today 

I had this black contractor at my office who said very straightforwardly: 

‘BEE is black empowerment.’ In other words, he feels the state should 

support him financially so he can do the work, so he can be taught how to 

do it himself the next time.   

As Mostert shows, invoking a “black” opinion for your own argument is a 
confusing matter. The black contractor said that BEE helps blacks. Mostert 
suggests that the policy should benefit everybody. The black entrepreneur 
differs with Mostert about the purpose of the policy, not about 
implementation. Mostert argues that it is unfair blacks “get the money” while 
whites “do the work.” Companies should form partnerships, he argues, which 
help “to educate” blacks. Men like Mostert suggest not an equal partnership 
but a relationship of apprenticeship—as if they are oblivious to the colonial 
echoes such relationships invoke.  

A second argument is to say that one agrees with BEE but that it should 
end soon. The problem is, the argument goes that there is no end in sight for 
the current situation. The men who use this argument call for a nonracial 
South Africa—a country where being black or white no longer matters. In 
other words, a country where whites will no longer have to sacrifice for their 
responsibility for apartheid. Again, blacks are often invoked who would 
“agree” with this argument, because BEE would not even benefit blacks. The 
argument is never that BEE is disadvantageous for whites. It is a way of 
protesting BEE while never openly saying one disagrees with the intent of the 
policy.  

A third argument the men use against BEE is that the policy demands a 

big sacrifice. Nicole Lange, a successful senior civil engineer who works for a 
large construction firm, says:  

BEE is coupled with great sacrifice. If you look at black empowerment in 

this country, it is not that we kick against it, but this is a big price we pay. If 

I look at our own business, our own progress, I can honestly say that we 

Afrikaners do our side of the matter. We make a tremendous effort to make 

this work, and if I just look at my work every day, is the amount of effort we 

put in, to transfer skills, to help them to increase their skills … a huge price 

to pay? We have many frustrations with work that needs to be done. In 

many cases, there is just this arrogance on the other side, from them. They 

do not work together; they do not care about it. Not always though, but this 

is a stressful effort. … Our black empowerment people who work together 

with us as a team, we help them as much as we can, but we cannot do 

everything, because we do not get money for this. And then the contractor 
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will file against us because we were late with the information—so there are 

those kinds of frustrations. So this is not totally emotional, but this is 

stressful, this empties you out. … They maybe have a different culture, but a 

business is a business, and you have to adhere to certain principles or 

standards.   

BEE signifies the loss of power for “white” business, but each businessman 
is also confronted with adjustment. The adjustment causes stress, frustration, 
and agony among white entrepreneurs. Even if BEE is perceived as a justified 
sacrifice, as Lange sees it, it is bound to come with frustration.  

Some entrepreneurs see BEE as a justified necessity and a necessary 
sacrifice. However, the different lines of argumentation suggest that few 
Afrikaner businessmen endorse the policy or are able to present a rationale 
that legitimizes BEE convincingly.2 No wonder, then, that BEE affects the 
men more than their initial endorsements suggest. The question is whether 
BEE also affects their identities.   

6.6 IDENTITY TALK  

On the personal level, most Afrikaner entrepreneurs still hail the 
opportunities for business in South Africa. Their talk reflects positive 
entrepreneurial identities. Being an entrepreneur is seen as exciting and 
challenging, especially in South Africa. The men are positive about their work 
and the opportunities they have. They entered the economy at a time when 
the South African economy opened up to the world. Post-apartheid South 
Africa had promise and opportunities for them. The men enjoy that they are 
“their own man” and they feel that for business, “the sky is the limit.” Marius 
Korf says:  

I think this is really exciting. There are few places on earth where you can be 

so entrepreunerial as in South Africa. And I prosper in such conditions, 

where there is a continious generating of new ideas. So that is why I love my 

work. I am not morbid or down. 

Being an entrepreneur is exciting for Korf, but the way the men present their 
entrepreneurial identities is also telling, particularly the contrasts they draw 
with occupations that were dominant among Afrikaners in the past. For 
instance, the opportunities for entrepreneurs are contrasted against the 
limited chances in the traditional employment sectors for Afrikaner men, like 
government and former state companies like Eskom and Telkom. Men 
employed in the old sectors are looked down upon as “stuck” and “narrow 
minded.” They would not be able to “free themselves” of the “handouts” of 
the state. By contrast, being entrepreneurial is depicted as “creative” and 
“open minded,” as being able to think in new ways about opportunities in 
South Africa. Being an entrepreneur is tied up for these men with being men. 
Martin Mostert says:   
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I think a man should not work in government. Who wants to go there? 

There is no money to make. The money is in business. This is why I say 

there are many opportunities. This is one of the positive results of the 

change that has happened. In the past, you would work for Telkom or 

Eskom, or wherever, if you could not find a job. That is no longer possible. 

So this is the lesson: it teaches the young Afrikaner to think different, a little 

broader than, ‘My dad used to work for the city council, now I will also 

work there.   

Mostert interprets the new economic opportunities as a positive change. Like 
most men, he sees himself as part of an entrepreneurial generation that stands 
in contrast to the old guard, who relied on the state for economic 
empowerment during apartheid. Nevertheless, as business opportunities 
grew, the landscape to do business became more complex for Afrikaner 
businessmen. White entrepreneurs were challenged by new programs of the 
ANC run government. 

6.7 RACE TALK   

The entrepreneurs argue that business provides a “common language” for 
black and white businessmen; a standard for talk and behavior that everybody 
has to adhere to. Doing business does not differ between cultures. 
Businessmen say that their contacts with fellow black workers are good. 
Nevertheless, there are some complications with this view. The BEE policy 
intensifies race relationships in business. Today, the majority of entrepreneurs 
either works together on a daily basis with blacks or is part of a partnership 
with people from a different racial and ethnic background. However, the 
BEE policy also alters them, as it changes the balance of power of race 
relationships. Entrepreneurs are still employers, but they are also forced to 
work together in partnerships with black, coloured, or Indian people. 
Entrepreneurs now occupy an in-between position.  

 
SYM BOLIC  BOUNDARIES   

BEE and affirmative action lead to new racial prejudices, as discontent about 
these policies has a strong impact on how potential black partners are viewed. 
In relation to BEE, blacks are often portrayed as incompetent, worthless, and 
profiteers. Malan Maartens, a staunch opponent of current BEE programs, 
says:   

I don’t believe in BEE … I have to bring in a BEE partner to receive 

contracts from the state. But I don’t believe I should bring in a black guy 

who can just sit there and does not know what he has to do. I have a black 

director but no shareholders. He knows what he has to do. … I prefer to 

take a woman who works for me, like this woman I know. She was a toilet 

cleaner in 1998 when she started working for me and now she is my 

financial director. That is empowerment. I believe you take a person—I 

can’t employ everybody—but take a person who is nothing, look at what 
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kind of skills the person has, and develop those skills. And one day if they 

can manage, they can receive shares. Then you can say, now I have a BEE 

partner that can do the job. That is why BEE crashed in South Africa.   

Maartens argues that there must be alternatives as he thinks it is “not right” 
to bring in black people who “do not know what to do.” He does not 
consider the possibility that there are blacks who have knowledge and 
expertise. Moreover, he prefers to remain the benevolent white employer, 
who chooses his black employees and educates them. Men like Maartens 
refuse to incorporate blacks as business partners on the basis of equality.  

When entrepreneurs do have positive race relationships with blacks, 

mainly with blacks of a similar class, the positive perceptions are regularly 
contrasted with negative perceptions of blacks outside of work. Praise for 
educated blacks is juxtaposed with deriding remarks about poor blacks. Carl 
Kleynhans says: 

Yes, you get the more educated ones and the less educated ones. I think the 

educated one wants to improve on his quality of life and wants to do 

something positive about the country. The uneducated lives from day to day. 

They don’t understand the bigger picture. For instance, they would have 

trouble with transport and trains and then the easiest way is to burn things 

down. But that was not the problem. Everything becomes worse if they 

think that way. If they just show their aggression for satisfaction … 

Educated blacks are compared to whites; uneducated blacks are everything 
whites are not: irrational and aggressive. Whereas an educated black man is 
depicted as “knowledgeable,” “punctual,” and “friendly,” the “uneducated” 
black man is described as “lazy” and “always late.” The old boundaries of 
race are substituted by new boundaries that mix race and class. 

Entrepreneurs argue that BEE and affirmative action policies do not 
honor merit and this distorts racial relationships.3 The policies would in the 
end harm both whites and blacks. Marius Korf says:  

The normal principle of merit does not apply. So the black person who gets 

the position knows he is wrong. The person who gets appointed knows he 

does not have the qualifications. And he knows he will not be respected for 

the work he does. The person who should actually get the position, he will 

be resentful in his heart. Because he knows he deserved the merit. So this 

should never happen. But instead … imagine you have a black person that, 

as exception, is appointed based on merit. And now he has a problem too, 

because he has to prove himself twice, because he knows, everybody thinks 

he is appointed because of his skin color.  

De Korf argues that whites often do not receive what they deserve but black 
employees also suffer, because they receive benefits for which they are unsure 
whether they deserve them or not. Even blacks who are employed based on 
merit experience negative consequences. Of course, it is not a given that a 
person appointed based on other criteria than merit will not enjoy his or hers 
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new position. Korf aims to present his objections to affirmative action most 
favorable. The supposed negative impact of affirmative action on blacks is 
used to legitimize his opposition to the policy.  

Entrepreneurs seem almost relieved when they are able to appoint a non-
white employee based on merit. Marius Korf continues:    

I employ a girl who is coloured, Vanessa, and she is smart, smart, smart. I 

cannot tell you how nice it is to work together. We are on the same page, the 

same wicket. And she is dark, I mean, she has a dark-toned skin color, and it 

is not a problem for me at the moment. This is actually good for me. If I 

enter a meeting with her and she is so competent, I say: here is a person who 

works together with me because of merit. This is what I really want to 

happen to the country. I do not worry about what the skin color is. … She 

knows I do not think she is there because of her skin color. My personnel 

feel protected and content with me. … In my heart I feel happy because I 

know she is there based on merit. So I don’t have to excuse myself to any of 

my Afrikaner people. I can say truthfully and proudly that I am not 

ashamed. And that I have taken the right decision based on my principles. In 

any case, I could not have appointed a better white person.    

Korf feels he has to defend and legitimize his non-white appointments to his 
fellow Afrikaners. He has to convince them that he hires people of color for 

who there is no better white employee available.4 His masculine paternalism 
shows in his suggestion that his (female, coloured) employees “feel protected 
and content.” Men like Korf are troubled that merit no longer is the only 
criteria for employment, but they do not ask themselves why this might be 
justified.  

Today, entrepreneurs are hostile toward government intervention in 
economic activities. Before 1994, Afrikaners depended heavily on the state 
and its resources. State intervention in economic affairs was part and parcel 
of Afrikaner nationalism. Now that the government supports BEE and 
affirmative action, they are radically against any state intervention. Moreover, 
they argue that blacks rely far too much on the state. Piet Westhuizen says: 

This is one of the biggest things today for people. This is not discrimination. 

But a black person who has finished school in the post-apartheid period, he 

is still resentful. He works, but only because work is work. He believes that 

the state will take care of him: ‘One day I will get a house for nothing. And 

Father Christmas will come hang out with us.’ This is the stuff that was 

promised in 1994 but never delivered. There are people who got their house 

for free. But again, more than 50 percent of those houses that were 

designated for the poor have come to nothing because of corruption. They 

have not been distributed in a just way. … You can move up from the 

squatter camp— this won’t be easy—but if you really want to, you can 

because of hard work. But the problem is the people are promised stuff that 

the state cannot deliver. In other words, a person will say, ‘Why do I have to 
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get up and walk, if they give me a house, whether this takes five or ten years, 

or whatever.’   

Anti-state attitudes spurn new racial prejudices. Blacks are “unwilling to 
work,” “too dependent on the state,” and only “hold up their hand” to the 
government. Note the disclaimer Westhuizen makes to mask his prejudices: 
“This is not discrimination.” Afrikaner entrepreneurs like to suggest they are 
self-made men and have always been self-sufficient and valued independence. 
However, for Afrikaners to fault blacks for using state support is more than 
hypocritical after decades of state rule by Afrikaners. It is a masculine display 
of invented history, masking historical amnesia.  

6.8 CULTURE TALK  

How does the present affect their views of the past? How do entrepreneurs 
deal with their Afrikaner heritage? To talk about being Afrikaans means to 
talk about apartheid. This topic never comes easy to the men. To admit guilt 
for apartheid is difficult for these men, even though they like to present 
themselves as the generation of change. They still emphasize that they take 
pride in their heritage. Most entrepreneurs are remarkably engaged with their 
ancestral history. They do not want to relinquish this pride. Instead, they try 
to disconnect their Afrikaner heritage from the guilt of the apartheid past.  

 
APARTHEID WA SN ’T SO  BAD  

Talk of apartheid is littered with evasions and denials. The argumentation is 
often confusing: justifications of apartheid seamlessly mingle with admissions 
of guilt and praise for the new situation; honest confessions that politics were 
of little concern in the past are followed by the suggestion that apartheid is 
reversed in post-apartheid South Africa; admissions of the wrongs of 
apartheid go hand in hand with denial, and the suggestion that the past was 
not all that bad. Nevertheless, there is a constant pattern in the men’s talk of 

trying to lift the weight of the past of their shoulders. The men do follow 
specific strategies, and the first strategy is to say that apartheid also brought 
good things. Carl Kleynhans says:  

See, people had no real rights, no ownership. They could not own 

something. And if you can’t own anything you can’t feel anything for it. I 

think that was a big thing and the fact that they called it apartheid. They 

should have developed it naturally. I think it is inhuman to tell somebody 

their money is good enough to buy a bottle of beer, but they can’t walk into 

the same entrance to buy the beer. That’s very wrong. Money is good 

enough but mmm … the person is not good enough. It used to be like that. 

I don’t know where and how but we had separate toilets, separate 

everything. Even benches in the park were for whites only. That is very basic 

but I think that is a big thing. Before that, obviously the guys did—when we 

were young—establish a very good infrastructure. What you see today is 

what Afrikaners established. They achieved a lot … because they were 
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reliable. Corruption was less an issue. I don’t feel responsible for apartheid 

because I personally have not done anything wrong. … I still treated them as 

human beings. It was not always easy. … There is an old expression: ‘Jy kan 

iemand uit die bos uit vat maar jy kan nie die bos uit iemand vat nie.’ (You can take 

somebody out of the bush but you can’t take the bush out of somebody.) 

Talking about apartheid makes Carl Kleynhans uncomfortable. He mixes 
admissions of the faults of apartheid with justifications and legitimizations of 
the same system. On one hand he argues that it was wrong that blacks could 
not own property or were not allowed to enter a store, but on the other hand 
he argues that it was a mistake to give apartheid a “word” and that apartheid 
did contribute to a good infrastructure and less corruption in the country. 

The second strategy the men apply is to diminish the crimes of the past 
by comparison to other countries or colonies. They deny that apartheid was 
any exception to the general rule of colonialism. They say that all European 
countries, and even the United States, practiced apartheid in one way or 
another. The third strategy is to argue that they were too young to experience 
apartheid. Indeed the men today are around 40 and were 20 around the time 
of apartheid. Marais Mostert explains: 

If you look at who is now depicted as the father of apartheid and stuff … 

this is the Afrikaner. But this should not be. … We get the feeling that this is 

a type of brandmerk which is stamped upon you. This is why I said from the 

beginning, my generation is from after 1994. And we feel we have had 

nothing to do with it all. But we are still being branded as the fathers of 

apartheid and for what our forefathers have done. And I think this is one of 

the reasons why I say we are against affirmative action and those measures, 

because we are from a time when everybody is now equal. Now, how come 

this person receives a better treatment than I do? And this is why I say: this 

is where we come from; we feel like the bad guys as if we would still 

oppress. This is a general feeling of people from my age in this country. … 

You know, my generation had not much to do with it. We just experienced 

the aftermath of it. We weren’t part of … how can I say ... this makes me 

always angry. We weren’t the oppressors and now us people after all that 

time are being hit over the head for something that your forefathers have 

done. Just like that … I have in 1994. ... We were one of the first people of 

my generation who could vote. So, we didn’t have those things before 1994. 

We did receive the good education and such but that was all. When I was in 

matriek there weren’t any people of other races in the specific school which I 

attended. So with 1994 we had nothing to do with it.     

Mostert denies any responsibility for the past. Instead, he clearly feels 
stigmatized as being the bad guy. He feels he is being held responsible for the 
crimes he did not commit. He was not responsible for apartheid and instead 
only suffers the negative consequences. He voted for the first time in 1994 
and he does not understand why he is held accountable for the past.  
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WE STILL TAKE PRIDE  IN OUR HERITAGE  

Most men still claim pride in their heritage. Even men who admit apartheid 
was wrong. Paul Jonker says:  

I am proud about my heritage and of my forefathers for what they did. Like 

many pioneers all over the world, they also arrived in a wild world and they 

made the best of what they could do. And know … we were a very, let me 

say, determined group of people. With their ox wagons they traveled over 

the mountains and they achieved a lot in their days. So, about my language I 

am very proud, about the youngest language in the world. And I don’t feel 

ashamed to be an Afrikaner or to speak Afrikaans. And I believe a person 

should not be ashamed to be an Afrikaner in South Africa with the history 

of apartheid and to live together with this history. This was and is still the 

biggest problem—politically, economically, and socially—this country has 

had. But we can’t be blamed about that for the rest of our lives. Just like the 

Germans cannot be blamed about World War II for the rest of their lives. 

… Certainly, there will be many people who will feel bad for the rest of their 

lives, who will feel guilty. This was a political system where many people did 

not have anything to say over. But happily this has changed and has lead to 

much better prospects.      

Men like Jonker express their admiration for the rugged pioneers among their 

forefathers and claim that they cannot possibly feel guilty the rest of their 
lives. They say they are still proud of the “hard-nosed” pioneers who ended 
up in a “wild world” and “made the best of it.” Being proud of your own 
people has of course a long history in Afrikaner nationalist thought; and 
being proud of the Voortrekkers is of course a staple of the book. But today 
most men work hard to rearticulate the history of Afrikaners to retain (or 
reclaim) a new legitimacy for their people. For instance, where in the past 
Afrikaners would be depicted as the exception, now many men compare 
Afrikaner history to other colonial histories, as they try to diminish the 
exceptionality of the crime of apartheid. At other times, they depict the 
period of apartheid as a limited period in a much longer history, as to play 
down the longer colonial history.  

The first way to rewrite history is to present Afrikaans as the language of 
an anticolonial movement, a language of liberation, and not a language of 
perpetrators. Men who argue this for instance say that Afrikaans was 
originally a language of slaves and mobilized forces against the English 
oppressors. Andre Lessing says:  

That a political group has been able to connect to Afrikaans—which in 

reality is a liberation language—such a political stereotype for such a long 

time … I am really happy for the coming into existence of Afrikaans. … In 

its origins it was a language that was also used by slaves. So this is an 

injustice that has been done to the language by being so closely associated 

with an unacceptable political ideology. But apparently a language is much 

stronger than this. ... If you look at what the reason was for the war with the 
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British Empire then it was every time the oppression. The conflict with the 

British Empire, the so-called Boer War, was to keep their independence 

from a political oppressor from another country. And if you want to see it 

from this perspective … And it was also an effort to be your own people, to 

speak your own language, to at least have the space to practice your own 

language.  

Lessing has difficulty making his argument in a coherent fashion. But what he 
tries to do is evident. Men like Lambrecht try to reposition Afrikaans, and 
Afrikaans-speaking people, from a position of domination and victors to the 
position of victims and liberators. They try to say Afrikaners are not 

dissimilar to the current regime. In fact, they say, Afrikaners were historically 
a similar liberation movement as the ANC.  

A second method to rearticulate the past is to stress particular 
achievements of Afrikaners during apartheid; for instance, infrastructure. 
Often there are echoes of the old colonial discourse that Afrikaners choose a 
country that had “nothing” and they have “built it up.” The emphasis of the 
men on infrastructure is not accidental. Infrastructure can be easily depicted 
as an achievement that is morally neutral (good infrastructure benefits 
everybody). Moreover, the condition of the infrastructure during apartheid 
provides a positive contrast to their perception of the situation after 
apartheid: as rapidly decaying. What the men leave out is how the 
infrastructure built during apartheid was mostly for white people. The quality 
of the infrastructure in the homelands and townships during apartheid is of 
course a different story.  

This selective emphasis of achievements in the past becomes fully evident 
in the third and final rearticulation of history. The pride the men say they 
have in the idea that the Afrikaner performed an economic miracle through 
the economic empowerment of the Afrikaner Volk. Nicole Lange says: 

Well, I think if you look at what Afrikaners have done, including all the 

mistakes they have made, you know, how they started at the tip of the Cape 

to build the foundation of Afrikanerdom and to create the infrastructure of 

the country and set up an economy like Iskor and Eskom and the like … in 

mining they have done a little less—but in all the other industries, developed 

nuclear power, enriched uranium. Really, there is so much technology 

developed by Afrikaners, that I really think we can look back with pride. 

Many of these things are now in disrepair. I feel like if we could always keep 

a core group of Afrikaners in the country, I will always be positive. 

Lange gives a long summary of Afrikaners’ achievements that makes him feel 
proud. The contrast with the present for him is evident: everything is now “in 
disrepair” and the Afrikaner works hard “to stay positive.” He even connects 
this to belonging: if Afrikaners stay in the country, these achievements will 
not go to waste.   
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Nevertheless, that the past is deftly rearticulated by the men cannot 
prevent the feeling that they feel their legacy and history is threatened. 
Expressing pride seems a first line of defense against the perceived threat to 
“Afrikaner culture”: to the language and to the people. A discourse of threat 
is usually pre-empted by remarks about being proud. Afrikaans as a language 
is never in decline, or being used less; no, it is simply dying. Martin Mostert 
says: 

If I will not protect my culture, in 20, 30, or 40 years from now … a 

complete generation and a large piece of the history of this country will be 

gone. This is how I feel it. And this is why I feel so strong about it. And I 

will do much to protect this. Because I still have a place in this new South 

Africa—even if I am a white Afrikaner. I still have a role to play in this 

country, a goal, and I have a place in this country. I don’t desire to emigrate 

to another country or something. Because this is my country and certain 

changes one has to accept. But when it concerns my culture, I will not give 

up. … I don’t have the feeling this will happen just yet. But still in the back 

of your head you are scared this will happen. Because if one looks at the last 

five years for example, at the corporative structure we have, everything is 

becoming more and more English. Correspondence is in English … and 

that is why a person gets angry because you want to protect your language. 

And still, you realize English is the corporate language. But I still want to do 

my things in the way I like to do it. Like I say, that is just the harregat, or 

cocky mentality of us Boers.  

Mostert feels his culture might be lost in the near future. He demands a place 
in the new South Africa that includes his culture and language. Here, we see 
that even most entrepreneurs as they realize how business has become more 
and more English, struggle with the loss of Afrikaans culture and language.  

The pervasiveness of pride in the men’s discourse suggests that even 
when people admit apartheid was wrong (and explain how bad it was) they 
continue to find ways to cherish their heritage and ethnicity. Well-educated 
men have many resources to rewrite their history in a more positive light. Is 
it, maybe, not possible to be Afrikaans and not feel pride about your history? 
Are their alternative options? A few men explicitly state they have questioned 
their Afrikaans identity, and what they tell could best be qualified as a 
narrative of conversion. These narratives go considerably beyond the stories 
of resistance, denial, and rearticulation we have told above. Instead, such men 
speak of an extensive period of questioning, of their ethnic identity, their 
Afrikaner heritage, and the crime of apartheid.  

Nicole Lange says he questioned every aspect of his culture: his faith, his 
upbringing, and his education. He speaks of a “burden” he felt before. But 
now he says this burden has been lifted off his shoulders through this process 
of questioning. In the end, he got “forgiveness” from his parents. Indeed, 
various men recall a similar period in their life where suddenly much of what 
they had believed in seemed to have been false or a lie. A period in their lives 
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they thought the ground beneath their feet shifted and their identity had to be 
re-established. But what is remarkable is how the outcome of such a process 
is the same every time. What starts as a period of questioning ends with a 
story about confession and forgiveness, and a renewed sense of pride in their 
history and ethnic identity. Such a narrative of conversion ends with a 
reaffirmation of what was before: the same pride in one’s ethnicity and 
culture. One reason for this could have to do with men and their 
management of their emotions. 

 
“MEN STAY STRONG”  

Talk of the men is full of alarming notions of loss and decay. Nevertheless, 
they always end their narratives by affirming that they have to stay positive; 
they feel they “have a duty” to keep positive. They feel no alternative. As 
Martin Mostert puts it, “It doesn’t help if you complain, because then you are 
not part of the solution—you are part of the problem.” One wonders 
whether the demand of being always upbeat, of always staying positive and 
looking strong is something men have to do and whether it comes with their 
self-ascribed role of head of the household; whether it is the masculine way of 
handling the emotional demands of life in post-apartheid South Africa. It is a 
remarkable consistent pattern among the men. Maartens says: 

I see South Africa to be a great thing, in respect to many things. But we have 

much work that awaits all of us. So I am positive, but I need to be positive. I 

see South Africa as a good country and it can be made much better. … I 

have to be positive because if I sit down and start to think ‘this guy is a racist 

or that guy is …’ then it won’t work. I have to stay positive and say ‘Let’s 

support them … come, we’ll make things right, come we will help each 

other, change each other, talk with each other. Then things will get better 

and we do things for the right reasons, not because of colour.’  … In South 

Africa today, many decisions are made based on experiences of the past. 

And many decisions are made based on emotions because people say: ‘I was 

in apartheid, I was hit and thrown in jail, and I am black.’ This has to be 

written out of the books. Colour does not exist. The past is gone—we can 

learn from it and let’s move on. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Come, we 

move on. ... I think every human being has emotions, every person has 

another opinion. My white people are being murdered, the black has stayed 

in the township, even though this is his culture. So if you make decisions 

based on emotions, and on the demographic numbers of South Africa, you 

will make the wrong decisions. You have to see, we are a miraculous nation 

with so many people, different colors. Come, we won’t do things based on 

color, but for South Africa, and that includes me, white, black, Indian. Come 

on, we forget about it, come we move on. But I think there are too many 

memories of the past people hold on to. They won’t let go, and this is white 

and black, all colors.  
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Note how Maartens’s initial argument is about the need to stay positive about 
the future of the country and to work together. But his argumentation takes a 
twist, as he accuses blacks as the ones who keep bringing up the past. They 
are depicted as “emotional” and “unable to move on.” These new prejudices 
partly build on much older stereotypes. In colonial discourse, emotions have 
for a long time been attributed to blacks. They were emasculated by being 
depicted as more emotional, more easily losing their bearing, and acting less 
rational. In post-apartheid South Africa, this old discourse and dichotomy 
simply seems to receive a new twist by Afrikaners.  

But many times, the anxiety about the future breaks through these norms 

about staying positive. There is a final irony here. Recall how the men liked to 
say they were the generation of change, while their parents were presented as 
fearful of the future. Today, the men seem as disillusioned as their parents’ 
generation. Why? Is it democracy that has failed them, as they like to say? 
Korf says:  

Around the world there was a movement toward democracy. But then they 

started using democracy to say we have the numbers and the other people 

have to go. The civilization will go, nothing will be left; within 10 or 20 years 

nothing will be left, and we want to protect it. And now I understand; I feel 

it: what if my dad was right? They have fought for the country. They have 

suffered greatly under the English. My grandmother stayed in a 

concentration camp. So we resented the English. And just when we had it, 

then the black people come in and grab it back from us. This is how it feels. 

And we have built it up. We have laid down the entire infrastructure in the 

country. We have built everything.   

Korf alludes to the programs of BEE and affirmative action, in which the 
ANC uses demographic numbers to justify changes in employment. But his 
disillusionment is culturally framed—it clearly does not only stem from his 
lost hope about change or the failed promise of democracy. He is 

disillusioned about the much bigger project of Afrikaners to shape the land in 
their image. He refers the epic battles the Afrikaners have fought with the 
English; he refers what the Afrikaners have achieved—against all odds—in 
the country; and he refers the good infrastructure. The disillusionment is 
palpable: everything was useless. And now he is anxious. “Everything” feels 
on the verge of being taken away from him. 

6.9 CONCLUSION 

The survival of the AHI in post-apartheid South Africa is a little odd. How 
did a group of Afrikaans-speaking businessmen prevent the dismantling of 

their organizations, whereas their former powerful political patrons, the NP, 
spectacularly failed? Like the NP, the AHI stood at the heart of the Afrikaner 
nationalist project. Throughout the mid-20th century, the organization closely 
collaborated with the apartheid government to further the economic interests 
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of Afrikaner corporations, such as insurance company Sanlam and 
investment company Rembrandt. The AHI leadership contributes the 
survival of the organization to two causes: the participation in the TRC and 
the “constructive role” of the organization toward the ANC government. 
Particularly, the submission to the TRC is promoted as a crucial rite of 
passage to have remained influential in post-apartheid South Africa. Given 
the sobering number of Afrikaner organizations that took part in the TRC, 
the submission of AHI to the TRC was remarkable.  

However, the AHI’s actual submission to the TRC neither revolves 
around admitting guilt for apartheid nor for the need for transformation. 

Instead, the document aims to reposition the AHI in the new post-apartheid 
political landscape as an organization that promotes diversity and economic 
development. What is more, none of the new non-white presidents actually 
challenged the image of the AHI as an organization that is a natural home for 
white, Afrikaans-speaking businessmen. The shift at the top is hardly 
mirrored in the overall membership, which is still overwhelmingly white and 
Afrikaans. The new profile of the AHI provides members a new identity as 
“transformation agents”––an identity that contrasts with their image as the 
perpetrators of apartheid. Participation in the AHI allows its members 
specific resources to embrace the new South Africa: an easy way out of the 
guilt question through superficial remorse; a new discourse about change; a 
certain pride in the transition; a sense of hope for the future; and finally a 
sense of belonging to the organization and its goals. The AHI even promotes 
the economic empowerment of Afrikaners in the 20th century as an 
inspirational model for the ANC government––and with considerable 
success––as if their economic success was not built on the exploitation of 
non-white South Africans.  

Entrepreneurs present themselves as the generation of change––albeit in 
a slightly different way than the AHI leadership. They portray themselves as 
the generation that said “yes” to democracy and that “ended” apartheid. They 
argue that they made the transition possible and were the generation that 
“voted for change.” They claim ownership of the transition. The memories of 
their positive outlook in 1994 reflect their class position at the time: a well-
connected and educated elite that was in a good position to benefit from the 
transition to democracy and the opening up of the South African economy to 
the world. Nevertheless, they say they feel disillusioned about the results of 
change. Without exception, the men disapprove of the developments in post-
apartheid South Africa. It is tempting to believe the entrepreneurs on their 
word and to analyze the causes of their disillusionment. But this would be too 
simple.   

The question is not why the men are disillusioned, but how their stories 
of disillusionment function as a trope in their identity narratives. The 
problem for any Afrikaner after apartheid is how to express discontentment 
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about the post-apartheid situation (like BEE) without being seen as a racist 
Afrikaner who wants to return to apartheid. The entrepreneurs’ self-
identification as the generation of change aims to legitimize and justify their 
discontentment with the present. Because they “approved” the democratic 
transition, they cannot be the racists of the past. Intentionally or not, the 
upper-class entrepreneurs appropriate the transition to obtain the moral high 
ground. Not by making a submission to the TRC, like the AHI, but by 
presenting themselves as the “generation of change.” This also frees them of 
the burden of apartheid: How can they be blamed for apartheid if their 
generation actually was the one to end it?  

Entrepreneurs express little direct racial animosity, which reflects their 
relative insulation from the process of racial integration and the policy of 
affirmative action. Their class position allows for a privileged work 
environment. Nevertheless, racial boundaries and racial prejudices are 
reinscribed as a consequence of the men’s interpretation of BEE. The men 
argue that BEE does not reward manly values such as independence or hard 
work. A masculine paternalism characterizes their complaints about the 
policy, together with a distored view of the past. They see BEE as 
aggressively state driven and accuse blacks of being overdependent on the 
state––as if Afrikaners never relied on the state for support and employment 
during apartheid. What’s more, the men reinterpret the apartheid past to 
further lift the burden of apartheid. They do so in three ways: First, they 
focus on the period before apartheid, when Afrikaners were part of a 
liberation movement against the British Empire; second, they stress that 
during apartheid some things were good, like infrastructure; third, they argue 
that the economic empowerment of Afrikaners during the apartheid period is 
an achievement that deserves praise. The three arguments reflect the 
sophisticated distortion of the apartheid past by upper-class entrepreneurs, as 
well as the masculine desire of men to retain some measure of pride in their 
Afrikaner heritage. 





 

 

 

7. Between Recognition and Resentment 

7.1 THE HISTORY OF THE MINE WORKERS’ UNION  

For much of the 20th century, Solidarity went by the name of the Mine 
Workers’ Union (MWU). The union’s history goes back to the time before 
Afrikaner nationalism with the birth of the diamond and gold mines of 
current day Kimberley and Johannesburg in the late 19th century. The Mine 
Workers’ Union was originally formed in 1902 by English and Australian 
mine workers to voice collective concerns about labor wages in the mines. 
Historically, white working-class Afrikaners occupied a tenuous position 
between the mine capitalists (dominated by the English) and the large black 
labor contingent. As the English members were losing their influence in the 
MWU, the union began openly supporting the Afrikaner nationalist 
movement that promised protection and empowerment. When the National 
Party came to power in 1948, the MWU had already been a stable partner and 
would remain so until the late 1970s. The apartheid government secured the 
support of the white working class by extending the state apparatus and 

setting up various state-owned companies related to transportation, 
electricity, telecommunication and the steel industry. Apart from jobs, white 
workers obtained pension rights and health care in exchange for their 
electoral support for and acquiescence to NP policies. It was only when black 
protest became more effective, and business demanded a larger and better 
skilled black labor force, that unions again would play an important role and 
intervene in political and policy debates.  

The first cracks in the alliance between the National Party and the white 
trade unions, like the MWU, appeared in the late 1970s, when the Wiehahn 
Commission suggested that the colour bar be lifted for various positions in 
the labor market including the mine industry (Visser, 2006). Although many 
regulations remained intact in practice until 1987, the proposals at the end of 
the 1970s were interpreted by the union as a “betrayal” of the white mine 
workers and uncertainty increased among the members. Growing black 
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resistance to apartheid was followed by increased state repression. In 1982, 
the first black union, the Congress of South African Trade Unions 
(COSATU) was born. In the same year, the Afrikaner Conservative Party 
separated from the National Party, an ideological split, based on 
disagreements over the reform of the apartheid system and its consequences 
for the white working class. When the National Party made the first steps in 
the early 1990s toward the abolishment of apartheid, the MWU defiantly 
called on the other white unions to form a “white super union” to protect the 
white working class. It blamed the National Party for the unrest and chaos in 
the country and it took an uncompromising stand on the need to maintain all 

policies that enforced apartheid.  
It took the MWU a few years to realize the rules had changed in 

democratic South Africa. As the National Party moved to hand power over to 
the ANC, the prospects of the MWU as a prospering or even viable union 
seemed dim. The MWU had become isolated because of its obstructive 
politics and racist rhetoric. Racial integration had been objected to because 
whites wanted the right to have “their own (white) identity.” The union had 
stressed the threat to blankedom, or whiteness and the Afrikanervolk (the 
Afrikaner people). They had demanded group rights. They had asked for 
protection for the white workers in the corporate industry. But all these 
political positions had proved untenable. Most dramatically, while the MWU 
was supposedly creating a “white super union,” the actual union membership 
rapidly declined in the early 1990s. Many had started to doubt whether 
unilateral obstruction should not be replaced by some conditional 
cooperation. 

The uncompromising rhetoric of threat and self-defense obscured to an 
extent the emergence of a new discourse and tactics in the run-up to 
democracy. In the early 1990s the MWU started to speak of a process of 
verontregting, or the taking away of rights that needed to be protested and 
stopped. The leadership called for a new “protest culture” and 
“communication strategy.” White poverty re-emerged as a theme as the 
working class increasing felt ignored. Pragmatically, the union saw the need to 
expand its membership beyond the mining industry. It started to explore 
collaboration with black trade unions like SAKU (Suid Afrikaanse Kommunkasie 
Unie) and COSATU. Hesitantly, new cultural activities were employed to 
draw media attention and expand the reach of the union. Slowly, the union 
found a new language and new tactics to further its cause. Nevertheless, when 
Flip Buys started as the CEO in 1997, the organization was in a poor 
condition. The membership had dropped below 30,000 and the union was all 
but financially bankrupt. Perhaps most importantly, the public profile of the 
union was tarnished by years of supporting and defending apartheid. It had to 
officially break away from right-wing politics.  
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7.2 FROM MINE WORKERS’ UNION TO SOLIDARITY  

In 2001, in a grand orchestrated show in the Pretoria City Theatre, the MWU 
adopted a new name, Solidarity, after the famous Polish labor movement led 
by the late president Lech Walesa. The new name symbolized the 
transformation from a small, right-wing, reactionary union into a modern 
trade union that today is one of the most prominent voices in the political 
debate on Afrikaner issues. The union now represents more than three times 
the workers it did in 1994. Solidarity today claims to represent 120,000 
members but its impact on public opinion seems to go well beyond that. 

What happened?  

Maybe the most important event was that in 1998, the ANC government 
officially introduced the Wet van Gelyke Indiensneming, or the Employment 
Equity Act, which included Regstellende Aksie, or affirmative action programs 
amongst its policies. It is probably the single most important factor in 
MWU/Solidarity’s consolidation and growth. Although affirmative action had 
been pursued on a voluntarily basis since the early 1990s, its official 
enactment changed the dynamic. Since then, Solidarity has assisted countless 
white workers who felt these programs affected their position unlawfully. In 
1998, the union adopted its own “official” position on affirmative action. 
Instead of choosing for direct opposition, as it had done in the past, the 
union supported affirmative action because it was a “necessity.” However, it 
argued that its execution should be “balanced” and not create “new 
inequalities.” The union posited that affirmative action should not “hurt” 
whites and coloureds and should not lead to “deterioration of public 
services.” The new slogan of Solidarity, Ons beskerm ons mense, or “We protect 
our people,” resonates with the threat that affirmative action poses to white 
employees, particularly at the lower levels in organizations and companies 
where union membership is still strong.  

Part of the recent recognition of Solidarity can also be contributed to the 
new type of symbolic politics the union practices, which is related to the 
mediatisation of identity politics after apartheid. Symbolic politics can be 
defined, loosely, as a set of actions and strategies that revolve around themes 
that have more mythical and symbolic than practical value. Solidarity is 
involved in a wide range of campaigns and public discussions, including a 
campaign against the demise of the Afrikaans language in public life and 
educational institutions. There is also a “come home” campaign: a call to all 
(white) South Africans overseas to return home and to participate in post-
apartheid South Africa. Its longest running campaign is against violence. In 
January 2010, Solidarity delivered 23,000 protest letters to President Jacob 
Zuma’s Cape office, Tuynhuys, to protest against crime.1 Solidarity speaks of a 
permanent veldtog, or campaign against crime that the organization has waged 
for more than a decade. In the media, Solidarity’s proposals are propagated 
by the wildly popular artist Steve Hofmeyer. The strategies are part of the 
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explicit goal of the union to be identified more as a movement than as a 
union. Therefore, the interests of the “Volk” are increasingly broadly defined 
and include issues of education, language, emigration, personal freedom, 
minority rights, culture, and security.  

Another issue is the arme blankes, or poor whites cause. Echoing the 
discourse of the 1930s and 1940s, poor whites are central to Solidarity’s 
strategy to change the image of the Afrikaners as only privileged. Solidarity 
has set up its own charity arm, Helpende Hand, or Helping Hand, that focuses 
exclusively on charity work among poor whites. Solidarity scored a huge 
success when it managed in 2008 to arrange a visit of then-ANC president 

Jacob Zuma to one of the informal poor white settlements where 200 poor 
whites lived. The public campaign about poor whites aims to undercut the 
ANC’s argument that all whites are rich and privileged. It also reinforces fears 
that without political power and assistance by the state, Afrikaners might 
again become impoverished and needy.  

The cornerstone to all these efforts is the reimagining of Afrikaners as a 
minority that deserves civil rights protection. In the liberal democratic 
structure of post-apartheid South Africa, this framework proved particularly 
powerful to both reorganize and rearticulate ethnic politics based on race, 
ethnicity, and rights. In 2006, Solidarity set up a new platform to coordinate 
its campaign around civic and constitutional rights, AfriForum. The 
organization campaigns for “the protection and consolidation of civil rights” 
and gives the Afrikaner community “a voice in a society where minorities are 
increasingly being ignored.” It works together with Solidarity’s new center on 
constitutional rights.  

7.3 A NEW POLITICS OF RECOGNITION 

Solidarity has adopted a new language of rights and belonging for its politics 
of recognition. In a constitutional democracy like South Africa, it might not 
be surprising that the ANC’s opposition phrases its arguments in a discourse 
of rights. In the constitution, minority rights to language and education have 
an important place. The trope of belonging was a central tenant of Afrikaner 
nationalism. Belonging to Africa was not only essential to the differentiation 
from the English, a sentiment that found symbolic enactment in South Africa 
leaving the British Commonwealth and becoming an independent republic in 
1961. After apartheid, belonging justifies more broadly the political claims of 
a small white minority in a postcolonial state. With a few examples I show 
what the tropes of rights and belonging allow Solidarity to do: they help 
obscure the privileged past of whites and mask the racial interests at stake in 
their claims. I will first analyze the trope of rights and then the trope of 
belonging. 

Solidarity’s trope of rights functions through a series of three oppositions: 
the domination of (black) majority rule is posited against (white, Afrikaans) 
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minority rights; the gain of blacks’ rights comes at the cost of whites’ rights; 
and racial integration threatens the right to be Afrikaans.  

In the first juxtaposition, the majority rule of the ANC is presented as 
infringing upon the rights of minorities, specifically Afrikaners. Flip Buys 
says:  

Look, South Africa is integrated. So, the problem we have had is that the 

majority accepts many things as self-evident, for which the minority has to 

fight. You accept as self-evident that your child goes to school where he 

understands the language. The majority accepts as self-evident that the 

school supports your values. The school is an extension of the bringing up 

in the house of the parents. The majority accepts as self-evident that you can 

turn on the television and see a show in your own language that you 

understand. A majority accepts as self-evident that you can decide over the 

taxes you pay. A majority accepts as self-evident that in the village you stay, 

you have a say in how the village was governed. And a majority accepts as 

self-evident that you have a say in the governing of a country. And a 

minority does not have those things, those rights. ... The majority governs 

the country and its institutions. The majority does so in a way that excludes 

us. We are not defined in the first place by ourselves but through the 

majority. The Afrikaners, while still in the majority, said: ‘Come, we give the 

new South Africa a chance, come we integrate in all areas, we now have a 

constitution, we have individual rights and this will work out.’ The 

Afrikaners have integrated. Solidarity was worried that these easy solutions 

would not work. 

First, Buys’ central complaint is that that the majority fails to understand the 
difficult position of minorities and their lack of rights; he argues not only that 
the minority is excluded but that the majority is unaware and indifferent that 
this is happening because they accept certain privileges as “self-evident.” He 
also suggests that Afrikaners were naïve to think that their individual, 
constitutional rights would protect them. Purportedly, it follows that 
Afrikaners have to fight hard for their rights and recognition, and to prevent 
their group from being defined incorrectly by the majority.  

Of course, during much of South Africa’s history there was nothing “self-
evident” for the black majority in South Africa about having education in 
their own language or having the right to vote. But Buys’ language of the 
majority versus the minority tries to give that impression as it echoes claims 
of minorities around the world, who really experienced that their rights were 
infringed upon. Buys also suggest that in the past Afrikaners were the 
“majority,” but they of course never were. They were in power and 
oppressing the black majority. Depicting them as the majority strengthens his 
argument for the benevolence of Afrikaners to give the “new South Africa” 
and “integration” a chance. The minority status is effectively used to reframe 
the historical image of the Afrikaners from a powerful, privileged, and 
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affluent group to a small and (ostensibly) powerless group in the new South 
Africa that needs to be defended. 

This brings us to the second point: Buys argues that the majority is 
gaining its rights in practice at the expense of the minority, as if it is a zero 
sum game. Buys suggests that only one group at a time can have the right to 
have their own schools, television programs, or political agency. What such a 
framing obscures is how in the past the minority had infinitely more “rights” 
than the majority. During apartheid, Afrikaners had their own schools and in 
1976 even tried to make Afrikaans mandatory in all public schools. The 
language of Afrikaans was also dominant in the media. Indeed, just like there 

is historically nothing self-evident about the rights of the black majority, 
minorities in the new South Africa have not necessarily lost their rights. They 
have only lost some exclusive privileges, not rights. But Buys never talks of 
shared, universal rights. In his view there are only haves and have-nots when 
it comes to rights. Solidarity constantly lays an emphasis on the possibility of 
loss. The language of rights thus allows it to present the white minority as 
threatened. It emphasizes that the whites/Afrikaners are only a small minority 
in the new South Africa and that minorities deserve protection.2 

Third, the political goals of racial integration and transformation are 
contrasted to the right to be Afrikaans. Solidarity argues that the Mandela era 
is now over and that the hopeful days of the inauguration of democracy, 
reconciliation and the birth of the constitution are gone. In fact, the state has 
moved from being a “constitutional state” to a “transformation state.” And 
this state threatens the Afrikaans identity. Kallie Kriel says: 

Everything is governed by the state. And anything that has an Afrikaner 

character is being viewed an ‘untransformed.’ If a majority of the rugby team 

is Afrikaners then rugby needs to be ‘transformed.’ If the Hoërskool Ermelo 

has an Afrikaner character then its language policy has to change. I think in 

this country we have swung the pendulum, where apartheid placed great 

stress on identity, now it has swung to the other side, where the state is 

actually unable to tolerate any form of identity, particularly the identity of 

the Afrikaner. And I think in European countries and elsewhere, it isn’t 

strange to have a school that teaches in a minority’s language. ... For me it is 

… really the most important project to make sure that Afrikaners can 

participate as first class citizens in this country with self-confidence and self-

respect. Because we have since 1994 until now—this is almost 14 years—

gone through a phase of complete withdrawal. We withdrew in such a way 

that we actually left the country, physically, to Australia, New Zealand, the 

USA, England, Great Britain, and Canada.   

Kallie Kriel presents the ANC discourse of transformation as a loss of 
Afrikaner identity. Desegregation of schools and integration in sport is 
depicted as the complete lack of recognition for identity and in particular 
Afrikaner identity. What had value before, identity, and in particular white 
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Afrikaans identity, is completely devalued, he feels. In fact, in post-apartheid 
South Africa the value of diversity has replaced white as valuable. Kriel argues 
that if the whole society has to be transformed, nothing that is Afrikaans 
would remain. He can’t see what has come in the place of Afrikaner identity. 
Diversity is equated to a lack of identity. In his view, the opposite of white is 
nothingness. However, the strong opposition between white identity and 
nothingness allows him to demand for unequivocal respect for Afrikaner 
identity and to deny any calls for transformation of that same identity. The 
union argues that any adjustment, change or effort to integrate comes down 
to an infringement of the rights of the people it represents. The perceived 

threat to their identity is translated into the right to be themselves. 
 The other thread running through Solidarity’s rhetoric is belonging. 

Marked by their postcolonial condition, the union is strongly concerned with 
ideas of home and rootedness in South Africa. The trope of belonging is not 
so much organized around a series of opposites as well as contrasts: the right 
of white Afrikaners to belong to South Africa is undisputed while the English 
South Africans are hardly committed to the continent. Solidarity knows 
Afrikaners must fight for the right to belong while the old National Party 
naively believed the constitution would protect them, and Solidarity only 
accepts conditional integration because otherwise Afrikaners have to leave the 
country.  

First, Solidarity argues that white Afrikaners, in contrast to white English 
South Africans, belong in Africa because of their history. Most of their 
historic claims are straight out of the book of Afrikaner nationalism; for 
instance that Afrikaners have named themselves and their language after the 
continent. Afrikaner nationalism produced a rich mythology about past 
events such as Die Groot Trek, or the Great Relocation of Afrikaners to the 
heart of South Africa and Die Slag van Bloedrivier, or the Battle of Blood River 
with the Zulus. Some of these claims still serve their purpose today—it 
expresses a direct commitment to the country. They emphasize the historic 
bonds between Afrikaners and South Africa and their strong identification 
with the continent. Only today the Afrikaners are portrayed as the “first 
freedom fighters” of the continent in battles with the British Empire. 
Afrikaners fought “freedom wars” and were waging a “colonial struggle.” The 
emphasis of Solidarity on the heroic battles with the English also helps to 
obscure Afrikaners’ apartheid history that followed.  

Second, in the trope of belonging battles of historic reinterpretation are 
not only waged over the apartheid past but also over the more recent history 
of the transition to democracy. Fifteen years after the democratic transition, 
the events between 1990 and 1994 are used by Solidarity to contrast their 
approach to rights and belonging to that of the National Party (NP). The 
union portrays the NP as naïve, weak, and being a party of traitors. The NP 
had a misplaced trust in the new constitution and constitutional rights and it 
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misled Afrikaners about what life was like in a liberal democracy. In a 
characteristic passage in one of his newspaper columns Buys writes that “it is 

not the constitution that governs” and that Afrikaners were naïve to think that 
“just a document” would protect their rights. In Buys’ eyes, the NP failed to 
defend the Afrikaners’ right of self-determination. Solidarity has therefore 
taken up the fight for the Afrikaners’ right to belong. It is a logic that both 
justifies the union’s resistance and the span of programs they undertake.  

Third, the trope of belonging is used to counter the ANC’s promotion of 
racial integration. Afrikaners would no longer feel at home if all sectors of life 
would be racially integrated. Dirk Hermann says: 

Democracy will eat you if it is a pure majority democracy and does not have 

protection for minorities. So, if you ask me: Is the church integrated? Is the 

union integrated? Are your social events completely integrated? Then I will 

say to you: no, this is not the case. But remember what integration means 

for us. This means, it will be an organization that by no means will reflect 

my character, in which I won’t feel at home. And if you say to me everything 

has to be integrated completely in South Africa, where I will have a small 5 

percent influence as a South African, then I will say to you, well, then I 

guess there is no place for me in South Africa as a South African. If that is 

the prerequisite to stay in South Africa, then I will emigrate. Then I won’t be 

welcome here, and then Africa must be Africa. Because then I am unhappy, 

because then there is no place for a white tribe in Africa. Nobody expects 

from the Zulus and the Zulu culture in KwaZulu Natal to be completely 

integrated. 

Hermann’s thinking has a binary logic: belonging is an all-or-nothing game; 
democracy is either pure or impure; and integration happens either 
completely or not at all. There are no shades of grey in his views. Hermann 
repositions Afrikaners as a “tribe” with limited means to support its culture, a 
fact that, given their dominant economic position, could not be further from 
the truth. In a dramatic hyperbole, the threat of integration is countered by 

the threat of emigration. This is a common strategy—emigration is posited as 
the only alternative. Afrikaners would rather be first-class citizens in a strange 
land than second-class citizens in their own country. But this also comes with 
a twist, as Buys mentions that “emigration is a solution for individuals, it is 
not for a community.” Of course, the Afrikaner does have more choices: to 
be more inclusive and participatory. 

7.4 A POLITICS OF RESENTMENT 

The powerless depend on the powerful for recognition. Solidarity is not 
powerless, nor is the Afrikaner minority, but the trade union depends on the 
government and black labor unions. This presents challenges. While longing 
to be recognized, Solidarity fantasizes about not needing recognition. 
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Publicly, Solidarity works hard for recognition and its political strategy is 
successful.  

But their politics of recognition waver on ambivalence. The union’s angry 
claims to be recognized as Afrikaners, and to receive rights and to belong are 
equally accompanied by calls for self-sufficiency and total independence. 
What best explains this discursive pattern is a politics of resentment and 
shame—emotions that result in part from Solidarity’s own political strategy, 
as well as from stigmatization because of Afrikaners’ apartheid past.  

Strategically, Solidarity determined that apologies and guilt about 
apartheid are unproductive to its cause. Therefore, it accuses the ANC for 

abusing guilty feelings. Most members say that guilt is politically 
immobilizing; to admit guilt or to apologize (too) many times would keep 
people from getting involved in fighting black poverty. Kallie Kriel says: 

I think a certain resentment has developed with people. [They think:] ‘I 

would like to help to solve poverty and everything and to play a constructive 

role, to help people whose dignity has been violated.…’ All of that stuff. But 

at a certain point, if you feel the demand for verskoning, or apology, this isn’t 

real anymore. When the demand to apologize is used by the oppressor to 

keep the symbolism of oppression in place, then you develop resentment.   

Kriel suggests there is a tension between the guilt people feel and their 
willingness to participate in South African society. Too many demands for 
apologies breed resentment. Note how Kriel labels the ANC as oppressors 
while speaking about apartheid as the “symbolism of oppression.” He 
obfuscates the role of Afrikaners as the historical oppressor of the oppressed 
black majority, to deny Afrikaners’ responsibility for the past.   

Solidarity’s leadership believes there is no moral imperative to change for 
Afrikaners. They experience change and loss after apartheid through a narrow 
lens. When they talk about 1994 as the “total transformation” and the 
complete “political order change” they do so only in reference to the collapse 
of Afrikaner nationalism and its organizations. They present themselves as 
victim. It is as if the experience of loss—the feeling that social conditions 
changed so rapidly—prevents Solidarity’s leadership from self-examination or 
a more empathetic view. These feelings preclude them from believing they 
have or had a responsibility to change. Dirk Hermann says:  

This isn’t a question of we cannot change or we do not want to change. We 

have radically changed. The changes around us were radical. Right at this 

moment, we have to go through an incredible process of change with 

ourselves, just to assure survival. We don’t have a government. You know 

the national government is gone, the party is gone. All the Afrikaner 

organizations are gone. There is nothing. The Afrikaner community has 

nothing like that. Now we have to survive in Africa without any institution 

within which we can live. We have to rediscover, to establish anew, and to 
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start the whole organizational structure of the Afrikaners again. We have to 

start with everything, everything again. 

Hermann suggests that it is not a question of ability to change or desire to 
change. Indeed, he argues that Afrikaners do not have to change in regards to 
their history of racism or nationalism. Change for Hermann happened to 
them (not by them) in the political landscape. Other kinds of change, like 
introspective change or a rethinking of Afrikaners’ racism is not explored. 
Note the hyperboles that Afrikaners “don’t have a government” and “no 
organizations.” Hermann refers to the fact that the NP is no longer in 
government and that many of its affiliated organizations have collapsed. Of 
course, many Afrikaner organizations simply disappeared because they lacked 
legitimacy or were not able to sustain any significant membership. However, 
Hermann’s switch from the question of change to the language of loss shifts 
the focus from Afrikaners’ moral imperative to transform to a demand for 
compassion about Afrikaners’ ordeal.  

Although many of the political changes were forced upon Afrikaners, 
Hermann wants to take credit for their ability to adjust. Perhaps most 
remarkably is how change is articulated without any reference to the black 
struggle. Like a force of nature, change has fallen upon the Afrikaners, and 
thus they are the main victims in the post-apartheid narrative.  

Hermann argues that the biggest problem for Solidarity is that Afrikaners 
are seen as a gediskrediteerde minderheid, or a discredited minority. The stigma 
Solidarity carries from the history of apartheid is a shameful burden and 
constant frustration. It bursts to the surface in angry bouts from the union’s 
leadership. A common subject in such an outburst is the supposed 
victimization of innocent Afrikaans children. Buys says:  

Why is it that everybody in the world talks their own language but we cannot 

speak our language? Why is it that we cannot protect our language? Why is it 

that our children cannot … is there something wrong with our children? Are 

our children lepers? That we cannot take care of our children at school and 

make sure they get food, if nobody else gives it to them? Why is it that the 

whole world is concerned about black children—they are right in their 

concerns about Africa—but I cannot be concerned about hunger among 

white children? Because they talk Afrikaans, because their grandfathers 

brought apartheid, now they have to starve from hunger? What rubbish is 

this? 

Buys believes that society says he is not allowed to care for his language or 
Afrikaans children, or anything Afrikaans really. He feels wronged and 
aggrieved. He is angry that people argue that the next generation has to take 
some responsibility for their historical privilege. He manipulates caring for his 
culture and people to be at odds with a certain responsibility to change. The 
trope of young children is not innocent here. Few people in South Africa 
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argue that Afrikaans children should die. Buys’ goal, therefore, is to suggest 
that the history of apartheid does not and should not matter anymore.  

It is the fantasy of the powerless minority to be independent of the 
majority’s approval. To not rely on the other to be accepted and respected 
but to escape the shame by declaring one independent of outside approval 
and recognition. Hermann says that Afrikaners have to take responsibility and 
become self-sufficient. He says: “We should not revel in a guilt and shame 
culture, and say that we are the victims. We should not underestimate our 
own powers to be independent and self-sufficient.” This is necessary, he says, 
because, “We are a sheep among the wolves.” Such language of independence 

and threat leaves little to the imagination. During a course that Hermann 
instructs for the new Solidarity members, he says:  

Today we are a minority in a majority situation and we do not know yet how 

to handle this. How to survive in Africa? We want to be here, we want to be 

from Africa. But we are in a powerless situation, because we have no 

political influence. All over the world minorities are protected but we are a 

discriminated minority. This is a moment in which you and I must fight. 

What is the answer? ... One time, I was at the congress of the South African 

Communist Party (SACP), when Blade Nzimande, the leader of the SACP, 

said in his speech, ‘But white workers you are on your own.’ And we are ‘on 

our own.’ This is the first thing we must understand as Afrikaners, and many 

Afrikaners still do not understand this. ... We are alone; we should not have 

any illusions. But every one of you who sits here today is a part of the 

answer. The word is ‘protection’; I protect my people.    

There is little reason to disbelieve that Nzimande actually said what he said. 
But it is Hermann who interprets the statement through the distorted lens of 
shame, where everything is interpreted as a threat. The only solution, 
therefore, is protection. Underlying the oblique call to arms is the danger that 
they cannot and must not depend on the recognition of others. In response, 
he celebrates independence and responsibility for one’s own destiny. Hence 
he sketches an ambitious and surreal fantasy of the future of the union: a 
picture that involves rebuilding the complete infrastructure of Afrikaner 
nationalism with all its institutions and organizations. Stigma and shame leads 
Solidarity’s leadership to resentment and rejection, and ultimately to self-
alienating fantasies of the re-emergence of Afrikaner nationalism. 





 

 

7.5 LOWER MIDDLE CLASS MEN ON WORK 

 

“THE FAM ILY STORY H AS ENDED”  

When lower-middle-class men talk about how they experience work today, 
the past is never far away. In their perception of the present, stories about the 
past play an important role. They contrast their position and experiences in 
the present. As the men portray it, Eskom and Telkom during apartheid were 
like a family. The old companies were organizations where “everybody” 
worked, everybody “wanted” to work, and, most importantly, “everything” 

worked. Flip Meyer recalls:  

It was like you were part of a family, the whole thing felt like a family. It was 

totally different. Then, you were all from the same culture. That was one of 

the biggest changes thereafter. ... We used to play cricket together, the men. 

The women used to play netball. The women knew each other, they would 

arrange social activities, go to concerts. ... We made friends and we were 

friends. ... This has totally changed. That cultures now differ plays a big role. 

... It is not the same anymore. The family story has ended.  

Sometimes, the company for these men was literarily a family company, as 
many had parents or siblings working at the same company. The social spirit 

and relationships of the past are deeply cherished and they feel this culture 
has been lost. Henk Niekerk, another employee of Eskom, straightforwardly 
admits that he lived a fine life during apartheid. Everything has gone down 
since then, he believes, particularly at Eskom. During apartheid, he says, 
everything worked well. Eskom had enough people, the salaries were good, 
and cooperation between black and white was smooth. Rhetorically, he asks: 
“What has improved since then?” The men feel that the work pressure has 
increased but that the company is not as good as it was in the past. As Jady 
Schalkwyk recalls:  

It was good. This was still under the old regime at Telkom. These were the 

years when people said ‘we work great’ but this is not so anymore. Then, we 

had it good at work. You would braai on free days, you had social activities. 

Those things do not happen anymore. 

Schalkwyk’s image of the past is one of strong bonds with co-workers and a 
deep commitment to the company. The meaning of work has radically 
changed for these white Afrikaans men. The past is a time when everything 
was “calm” and you did the work “the way you wanted.” The men are 
nostalgic about the feeling of community at work. In the past, work always 
meant more to them than earning a living. It was about belonging, being part 

of a community, and feeling at home at work. What, then, changed for the 
men after 1994?  
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CONFRONTING AFFIR M ATIVE ACTION  

The men always anticipated—and feared—what they would lose when the 
ANC would govern the country. Many recall the scary stories that circulated 
in the early 1990s, when it became evident that the ANC would take power 
and Nelson Mandela would become the first black president. The stories were 
apocalyptic and hyperbolic. Whites would be “chased into the sea” and would 
be “repressed.” Such horror stories never materialized, but work did change 
rapidly and unexpectedly after 1994. According to the men, the transition 
from a protected position as a white employee to the introduction of 
affirmative action was fast, total, and full of conflict. Henk Sadie recalls: 

Things very rapidly changed. Affirmative action was happening for over 10 

years. This started very early. The ‘affirming’ was quick. And yes, in the 

beginning this caused great conflict. Because the people who were appointed 

were of course incompetent. Useless, in comparison to what we were used 

to. You really had to be good to move up in Telkom. The competition was 

strong. Then they brought these people in from the street, and they just had 

to swim. And this caused even more conflicts. This was very traumatic. Like 

I said, we were used to a good team of directors, people who could make 

decisions for the benefit the company. And then you got people who had no 

knowledge whatsoever and who made decisions that were really poor for the 

company. And of course this put many people’s work under pressure. You 

cannot explain everything because of this. Of course there were changes in 

technology that went fast too; that also had a big impact.  

Sadie draws a stark contrast between past and present—and implies that the 
new people (blacks) were destroying the company. His description of the 
personnel change as “traumatic” highlights the impact of racial integration on 
the men. Although Sadie never mentions race, his derision for the new black 
workers (“people from the street”), and the process of affirmative action, is 
evident. Major changes in technology are added as an afterthought. For Sadie, 

all things modern turned into difficulties.  
Before 1994, the men felt they had job security. This, they know, has 

permanently changed. Today they must compete with all other workers for 
the fewer jobs that are still available. The former safety of a job has now been 
replaced by a constant fear of possible retrenchment and job loss. Chris 
Rensburg, who lost his job at Eskom in 2004, says:  

Everybody knows … All white men know … still know this can happen to 

him any time. Like a car accident. You can drive safely, and you should not 

have an accident. But I think all white men in South Africa experience that 

they can be fired tomorrow. ... And yes, of course this hurts a person. This 

affects you, because you as the breadwinner don’t have work anymore. And 

there is nothing you did at work that got you sacked. It is not like you got 

fired. You did nobody anything wrong; you did not hurt anybody; you did 

not drink at your job. So, it is pure this political correctness that is enacted 
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by society. Anybody would experience some consequences if you would lose 

your job as a consequence of affirmative action. … It is like the world 

around you collapses. What now?  

Rensburg holds deep distrust about what the future holds. This is symbolized 
by his emphasis on the words “any time” and “tomorrow,” and his question 
“what now?” While the other men in this chapter still have their jobs, the 
constant fear of being laid off Rensburg describes is not exceptional. Anxiety 
about employment increases because it threatens their masculine identities as 
“breadwinners.” Rensburg feels a strong, almost indignant sense of injustice 
about losing his job. He stresses that he did nothing wrong. He feels 

powerless in his inability to prevent his layoff. He feels personally punished, 
while he feels he always did his work correctly. Rensburg does not connect 
his position with the historic advantages he received in the past.  

Indeed, the men try to challenge the perception that they were privileged 
by apartheid. They do so by presenting themselves as victims of the apartheid 
regime. They say they suffered the consequences in their personal life. And 
yet, now when they finally have normal work, they feel they are being 
victimized again. Johan Faurie recalls:  

I was also disadvantaged. I was two years gone from my family when I tried 

to protect the country. I have returned and now they tell me I cannot get a 

promotion because I am a white man and already have been advantaged. 

Where was I advantaged? Such things get stuck in your chest—you cannot 

set this aside in the way you take your clothing off. And this makes a person 

unhappy, and today still with affirmative action … This is the heartache 

from affirmative action. First you have the black woman, then the black 

man, then all those people and more, and now the South African 

government tells me Chinese are also included in that group? Now there are 

so many people ahead of you, where does the white man go? He has 

nothing.  

Faurie problematizes and even denies his privileged status. Privilege is a 
relative term, he argues. He has served in the army and he feels he has paid a 
high price for the “privileges of apartheid.” He suffered a breakdown and 
long period of alcoholism after he returned from military service. Faurie says 
that he has sympathy for the people who were disadvantaged but he denies 
getting any advantages, and therefore affirmative action is not justified. He 
says:    

Everything we had, had been for us. We did give them something, but we 

gave them poorer services. And this was wrong, because they are also 

people. I would say that is wrong and should not have happened. But still I 

just feel, like I said, that I did not reap the benefits. Here I am, today, I am 

just an ordinary breadwinner, equal to anybody else. I did not reap the 

benefits. Why should I be second now?  
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Faurie is fully aware blacks were worse off during apartheid, and that 
Afrikaners are mainly to blame. It is an injustice that he contributes to 
Afrikaners’ failure to acknowledge that blacks are human beings too, not 
necessarily to Afrikaners’ political dominance or economic greed. Actually, he 
feels that he is not the one who has benefitted from that history. Faurie is 
unable to see that being an “ordinary breadwinner” (a lower-middle-class 
Afrikaner man with job security who can provide for his family) is the 
privilege in this scenario. As a consequence, his acknowledgement of the 
culpability of Afrikaners for apartheid just stands next to his self-portrayal as 
victim. For men like Faurie, the major frustration is that the personal pasts 

don’t logically add up to the present situation. The men search in vain for 
personal reasons why they must pay the price for apartheid. 

Maybe most surprisingly, the negative effects of affirmative action are 
even emphasized by those who say that racial relations have normalized. 
Roche Gerlach says:  

Where you used to have an office in which of the 10 people, 9 were white 

and 1 black. The opposite started to happen after 1994. Where there would 

just be one white and nine blacks. People were promoted just because a 

promotion is a promotion. So they were put in positions, just because the 

new government started to push the affirmative action program. They said 

the demography has to be right. In many cases, this has knocked the 

company a few notches back in terms of effectiveness, where you had 

people who did not know how to do the work. But, yes … luckily this was a 

process we all had to go through, and the people learned, and this has 

become better. So, at the moment you will find many places where the same 

concept is tried, but in harmony. Everybody is happy to work together, 

whether you are black or white. I think 99 percent of the people who work 

here do not see color any more.   

Gerlach is an exception in his positive assessment of current race relations. 
But what his comments show is that affirmative action is judged negatively 
even when it isn’t necessarily based on racial prejudices. One can still hold the 
view that affirmative action negatively affected the company without 
disputing the positive effect on racial relationships. In fact, almost no worker 
completely denies there is a justification for affirmative action programs. 
Rather, the common response is that the programs are “not well executed.” 
This line of reasoning has two strands. For one, the men argue that 
affirmative action programs should benefit everybody. Today, they say, 
affirmative action only benefits blacks (men and women) and white women.1 
Secondly, the men argue that affirmative action makes the company worse, 
affecting black and white workers negatively alike. The company also loses 
“white skills” when workers are laid off. These perceptions expose how white 
workers feel unrecognized for their skill, which is a theme that emerges also 
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out of their identity talk as well. Moreover, if they feel no longer proud of 
their companies, how do they then relate to their work? 

7.6 IDENTITY TALK    

The men are aware that their romantic picture of the past, their misgivings 
about affirmative action, and the broader trajectory of the companies produce 
a fundamental tension: how can they still feel good about their work at 
companies like Eskom and Telkom? The impression could easily arise that 
white workers are no longer willing to do their work, that they only complain 
and whine and are no longer proud to do their work. This tension is not lost 
on the men. Johan Faurie says:   

You have to remember that still for a white man it is about that he does the 

work that he does well, and that he gives his best. So you are still always 

willing to do your work well. If there is work, you will do it well. Although 

you might feel uneasy about your supervisor, because this is a non-white 

person who is young or a woman, and you know that if he or she will get 

other work tomorrow, they will go. And they are appointed as superiors to 

you. There is not a similar option in the company for you, but you have 

pride in yourself, and a mission to make it happen. This is the thing. 

Faurie stresses that even amidst all the change and seemingly unfair 
promotion opportunities, the white worker still does his work “as good as 
possible” and he always “gives his best.” The white worker, while facing 
adverse conditions, is defined by his pride in his work.  

Nonetheless, affirmative action programs challenge the self-image of the 
men as proud workers. The men feel unrecognized for their senior status and 
for their expertise and skills that they developed over the years. Many men 
have worked for more than two decades at Eskom and feel they are entitled 
to a certain respect for their accumulated knowledge and skills. In the past, 
they say, knowledge and skills were valued. Respect used to increase with 
age—this was true across racial lines. Henk Niekerk says: 

My parents have taught me that if a person is older, say, 10 years, then you 

call him ‘Oom,’ or uncle. If a black man was older than me, I would have 

always respected him. I was still willing to learn from him at work. At work I 

would have respected him, or I still respect him. 

The men attribute the lack of elder respect to a reward system (meriete stelsel) 
that no longer functions properly. They feel workers do not receive the 
proper recognition for their work, as Henk Sadie says: “Jy soek daai pat op die 
back,” or “You’re looking for those pads on your back.” The men are looking 
for recognition for their contributions to the company. As Andre Durandt 
says: 

The expertise and knowledge a man had, a man easily shared, passed on and 

educated new people. I have been at Eskom for 20 years. So I know the 
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company from where the power is made, until where the costumers are 

serviced by our people. I know all of the company. So, a man could easily 

share these things with others. But, the person with whom you shared your 

knowledge is gone. They have moved up in Eskom. And this man stays 

where he has always been.   

For all the expertise and knowledge Durandt built up over the years, and still 
shares with his new black co-workers, little recognition is provided in return. 
Instead, men like him see black workers move up the ranks of Eskom 
through affirmative action. The men feel left behind, and they struggle to 
keep up their identities as dignified working men. Work has radically changed 
for the men and shifting race relationships are central to this change. The 
changed racial hierarchy affects their experiences on a daily base. As a 
consequence, race, culture, and identity are rarely separate topics in the men’s 
talk. 

7.7 RACE TALK   

The men’s preoccupation with pride and dignity is connected to the new 
power relations between the races and the impact of affirmative action. They 
are disgruntled about their devalued status and this strongly affects their race 
talk. Overall, the progress of blacks in the workplace is interpreted as a threat 
to the value of the men’s work. There are two specific ways in which race 
relationships are shaped anew, and in its wake an image of the new black co-
worker. The first way has to do with symbolic boundaries; the second with a 
shift in social norms. How symbolic boundaries are drawn (morally, 
generationally, and through gender) tells us not only something about the 
threat the men experience to their pride, but also about how they construct 
their identities. The changed social norm about race talk shows how the new 
racial hierarchy affects the experiences of the men on a daily bases.   

 
SYM BOLIC  BOUNDARIES  

Firstly, the men argue that Afrikaner working men have a different work ethic 
then their fellow black workers. Whereas Afrikaners take pride in their work, 
the black man does not. Moreover, they argue that blacks often cannot do the 
work, no matter how well educated they are. Chris Rensburg says:  

They (blacks) do well at university and at the training centers. I mean 

academically they do well. When he comes back to you in the workplace, 

then he cannot do the work. This is what we experienced as white 

technicians. In general they have often obtained higher scores than the white 

person, they easily have gotten 80 percent and we got 60 percent for the 

exam. But then it comes to the practical application of technical matters, 

then we experience they cannot cope. And then you have to carry them, the 

whole path down. 
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Chris Rensburg asserts that even when blacks have a better education, the 
white man has to “carry them.” The working men draw such simple examples 
to show how cultural differences manifest themselves in the workplace. Pride, 
one man says, makes the Afrikaner white man finish his work on time. He 
will finish all his work before lunch, while a black man might more easily go 
for lunch regardless. The men have various stories to make the similar point. 
Every time, the symbolic boundary that is drawn is a moral one: it is the 
proud work ethic that separates the white worker from the black worker.  

Secondly, the men draw a strong boundary between new and older black 
workers. Again, dignity is of concern when the workers judge the new 

generation of blacks coming into the companies. The men say they prefer the 
older black workers to what they see as the new generation of “arrogant” and 
“educated” blacks. The older generation, they say, has learned to respect 
whites—they know how to say baas and meneer, or boss and sir, while the 
young generation “wants” everything and is difficult to “get a grip on.” Johan 
Naude argues that young black men do not lack education, but they lack the 
moral education of paying respect to other people. He says: “(These are) 
young people who still believe it is better if all white people are pushed out of 
the country. They still exist. And these are all … all extremists.” Young black 
men are seen as snobbish and think highly of themselves. Johan Faurie says:  

This man does not even have a child; he does not know how other people 

think. He does not have any emotional steadfastness inside him. In other 

words, this man will jump around from job to job, because this is about 

money. And that is why the turnaround of blacks in companies at the 

moment very high, while at the same time white skills are being lost. Because 

that black guy, who is two months in his position, then goes on to another 

position … he has taken up another white guy’s position, and this white man 

has left the company as a consequence of this. And then the black guy leaves 

anyway. So what did the company win? Just nothing. On the contrary, the 

company has lost.    

Faurie sees the young black employee as undeserving of his new position 
within the company. While Faurie’s reasoning focuses on the overall loss for 
the company, it is the negative image of the young black worker that is 
striking for its racism. He is depicted as an adolescent, irresponsible as not 
understanding, and lacking emotional stability. It is the new, young black 
employee who does not do his work and damages the company. Some men 
also suggest that these quick promotions are not beneficial for the young 
black employees. Young black men suffer the consequences if they are 
insufficiently prepared to function in a higher position.  

Thirdly, the men argue that black workers are not interested in doing the 
work. They often just pretend to work hard. Andre Durandt says: 

When the boss is there they say: ‘we did this and we did that.’ But if he turns 

his back again, then they just chitchat and all that kind of stuff. And this also 
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happens in a group—all the show and puff, the glamour, and that kind of 

stuff. If it comes to the work, then this is done by whites. ... You know, for 

all people of the call center—we are with almost 80 people—if you look at 

the work, there is always this showing off of clothing they wear and the car 

they drive. But if it comes down to the work, it is just whites. If you put a 

team together, and you take five months to give them training, within a 

month they want to do something else again. They cannot handle the 

pressure. It is glamorous for them to be at work … they just want the 

money, but if it comes to getting some work done, they don’t want to do 

anything. 

Durandt argues that black workers work only for the “glamour” and do not 
actually do the work. He highlights the “show and puff” that black workers 
put up when the boss is around. He argues that their sense of glamour, 
clothing style, and showy behavior masks that they do not do their work, and 
that they only want to drive a company car to show off. In the end, coming 
full circle, he asserts that it is only whites who do the work.  

Concerns about the dignity of work are also related to masculinity. 
Durandt singles out (black) female workers who would only be interested in 
money and consumption. The focus on black women betrays that the men 
not only feel that their white identity is threatened, but also their masculine 

identity. Before 1994, many of the technical positions in the company were 
reserved for men. This has changed. Durandt says:    

This is another thing that bugs me. It is that they appoint people on 

technical posts even with the technical service, because that is where I saw it. 

They appoint (black) women who cannot do the work. It is not suitable for 

women to do that kind of work, because they often do not have the physical 

strength to do the work. But because we have a gender policy, they are 

appointed. Nevermind the man who has to carry them on the ground—the 

man who has to do his own work and also her work to make the whole 

process run smoothly. 

Durandt asserts that women who are newly appointed cannot do the work, 
and because of that, men have to do double work. But what resonates in his 
comments is how the new gender policies deprive the men of yet another 
source of pride, namely their physical strength. For lower-middle-class men 
who do hard physical labor, this is never just a burden but also a source of 
pride and distinction. But now they can no longer bolster their masculine 
identities with exclusive claims to “tough work.”      

Race talk among the men is never a one-sided affair. The men tell many 
positive stories of black workers who do “good work.” Some men argue that 
the company has gone through a difficult process, but that it is now doing 
much better. Henk Sadie recalls: 

When integration started, this was an interesting time. Because now you had 

these (black) guys here, which you came to see as friends, who would sit 



BETWEEN RECOGNITION AND RESENTMENT : 119 

 

 

next to you, and you talk with him about his culture. ... There wasn’t a total 

wall between black and white, but you didn’t know them in his professional 

role, as colleagues. ... To see their approach and their solutions for certain 

problems; how they would talk with other people on the phone; their 

politeness forms while using the phone.  

Sadie expresses wonder and surprise while getting to know black co-workers. 
There is clearly a sense of joy in the new intimate contact with blacks at work, 
as well as a curiosity and appreciation for the new variety of cultures on the 
work floor. However, the line between curiosity and contempt remains thin. 
Sadie argues that blacks have become “good copy cats” of whites and recalls 
that “it was humorous to see a black who was trying to act grand, to see him 
eat with knife and fork.” His distorted view of blacks as imitating whites 
betrays his own superiority thinking.  

 
SHIFTING SOCIAL NORM S   

The men complain about a shift in what they are able to say or talk about at 
work. A change that is related to the new social norms at work: what used to 
be normal conversation is now seen as racism. Social norms related to racial 
relationships do not shift overnight. Old norms based on ideas of white 
superiority or the civilizing of the natives do not disappear easily or 

completely. The men’s language betrays the old perspective of white privilege 
and superiority in which the white man is still the boss at work and black 
workers are compelled to ask whites for approval. Johan Naude, who for 20 
years has been a leader of a team that fixes telephone cables, says: “If he 
greets me decently, it is fine. If he asks me nicely, it is fine. If he does his 
work, it is fine. The people I have worked with, I bended them to a certain 
extent to fit my own rules.” Naude assumes that blacks aren’t normally hard 
working or responsible, but that he has to civilize them. There is little reason 
to think such racism will disappear soon, but social norms are shifting. This 
change is evident in two common complaints the men make: first, the 
complaint that race relationships today are “forced,” and second, that they are 
no longer able to say “what they want.” 

The men feel the new racial relationships are forced upon them.2 They 
stress the obligatory character of collaborating with other races at work, and 
they feel that they “have to feel good” about it. Chris Rensburg, for instance, 
says that today there is only “political correctness” and that he cannot even 
“look at them (blacks) with a smile,” because such smiles are interpreted as 
racism by the management. Jady Schalkwyk says that racial friendships are 
“forced” and it is “expected of you” to act socially. But this, he claims, comes 
rarely “from the heart.” Schalkwyk says: 

In the past they had much more respect, and … things completely changed. 

Not that we wanted them to say ‘boss’ to you, but he had respect for you. 
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‘Yes boss.’ He had always seen you higher than he had seen himself. And I 

am sure, you always treated him with respect, and you were good to him. 

Schalkwyk believes that whites and blacks were closer during apartheid and 
collaborated better. The “forced” racial relationships of today are contrasted 
against an idyllic past, when race relationships were still “spontaneous” and 
blacks had “respect” for whites. However, men like Schalkwyk fail to see that 
these “good” racial relationships were based on the clear but unequal roles of 
master and underling. Ultimately, good relationships were dependent on the 
benevolence of whites as the dominant race. What Schalkwyk interprets as 
the respect of blacks for whites in the past is actually blacks knowing their 
status and acting their place. Men like Schalkwyk fail to see that not only their 
old position of privilege is no longer legitimate, but that they have no choice 
but to develop a new attitude toward racial relationships. The men say they 
prefer to “stick to their own kind” at work, as they do at home. But they have 
to adjust to the practices and habits of the black majority in the company, as 
their career success is in part dependent on good interracial relationships. 
They have to learn to be sensitive to the new norms and demands, but this is 
not easy, as their second complaint shows.  

The second complaint is that the men feel they cannot say what they 
want, or talk about the topics they are interested in anymore. For instance, 
what the men see as an innocent joke to socialize with their black co-workers 
can now result in the loss of their job. The racism in the old jokes is casually 
justified by saying that these are tough men who do “men’s work.” Racist 
jokes are seen as a masculine act. The implication of such a justification is: 
you can take a rough joke if you are a real man. A wide variety of stories 
circulate about men who have been fired for racism or sexism or other 
improper behavior. They feel the new regulations are used by black workers 
to solve personal vendettas with white people, as it gives both blacks and 
women tools to retaliate. The men lament the loss of a time when they could 
talk freely and socialize with their fellow black workers without restraint. One 
man complains, “It feels like we have to put a lock on our mouth.” Many 
topics, like politics and religion, have as a consequence become perilous 
territory for the men at work. Some topics are completely avoided, while 
others are treated with trepidation and reluctance. The men say they have to 
be constantly careful about what they talk about during work hours. Johan 
Faurie says: 

I can sit down with these (black) people, and we can drink a soda, and we 

will work. The common goal is still to make electricity. But we stay away 

from topics like politics. You know you don’t talk about politics with other 

people. You don’t talk about religion. You know what to talk about and 

what not to talk about. These men also have a house and children, so that is 

what you talk about. You have to choose your topics, because you know 

what to talk about.  
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Faurie says that certain topics only bring division at work and create tensions 
with their black fellow workers, while other topics are more manageable, like 
sports, houses, or cars.3 The men contribute this “loss” of freedom of speech 
to the fact that blacks now have gotten “many rights.” 

Furthermore, the shifting social norms are also evident in the way the 
men self-censor or hedge their comments. Weary of being seen as racist, they 
talk about race with hesitation. When they do talk about race, they carefully 
craft their words and monitor their language for old racial prejudices. Men 
precede judgments about a race by statements that characterize their 
judgments as a “feeling,” “perception,” or something they “just see.” They 

are quick to say that such feelings and perceptions can also be wrong. When 
Chris Rensburg explains the difference between black and white people, he 
argues that blacks just have a “different think pattern.” This, he stresses, has 
nothing to do with “intelligence” and it is not necessarily “wrong,” yet he 
admits this difference is a great source of frustration to him.4 Any explanation 
of race or cultural difference is thus approached with hesitation. The men 
continuously tiptoe along the fine line between the differences they 
experience, and the possible implications that public admission of these 
differences might have for them, socially and economically, given the changed 
social norms.  

The men experience a crisis of belonging, which has its roots in changed 
race relationships, but also male socialization. Social ties have severed because 
of the problem of intelligibility; Afrikaner men are not able to read the 
cultural codes of blacks and adjust their practices of name-calling and jokes. 
They do not seem to understand blacks.  

7.8 CULTURE TALK 

The shift in social norms at work has altered racial relationships, but how 
have these changes in the present affect their talk about Afrikaner history, 
and particularly the period of apartheid? How does their current view shape 
their thinking on the past and the present? Talking about apartheid presents 
the men with a problem. How to talk about it without suggesting that they are 
responsible for what happened? One strategy is to deny their involvement in 
the past and the responsibility for what happened. Another strategy of the 
men is to say the past was not so bad. Sometimes, however, nostalgia and 
fantasy start to dominate the men’s picture of the past, as well as anxieties 
about the continuity of a strong masculine identity after apartheid.  

 
DENIAL  

The first argument the men make when they reflect on apartheid is that they 

did not have any knowledge of apartheid. They were not “interested in 
politics” or simply “too young.” They say they grew up in “transitions.” They 
say they did not know “what apartheid was.” They simply deny knowledge of 
the crimes, and therefore any personal responsibility. A second argument they 



BETWEEN RECOGNITION AND RESENTMENT : 122 

 

 

make is that although they lived through the period, they are still not 
accountable for what happened politically. According to this line of 
argument, they “did not make the laws of apartheid” and personally did not 
do “anything bad” because they simply did “what they were told to do.” Both 
arguments dismiss any personal involvement with the political project of 
apartheid. For all the variety of these statements, it is evident that their 
purpose is always the same: the denial of responsibility. 

There is another strategy too, which does not revolve around the denial 
of personal involvement but equally functions to diminish responsibility. That 
is to deny the severity and uniqueness of the crime of apartheid. Routinely, 

the men say that apartheid was “a system of solutions” and that the 
homelands for blacks were “the best pieces of land.” Apartheid, they say, had 
its “good sides” and “good days.” Because of the “flexibility of the system” 
blacks could create “their own schools and churches.” The men say that 
blacks always had “the money” and “the education” and that they never had 
to “serve in the army.” The uniqueness of apartheid is also denied. They say 
that Afrikaners had a “word” for apartheid and this made it “ugly and bad.” 
They say that South Africa has the same history as most other countries, and 
wasn’t an exception. They refer to various other countries that were 
colonized or where racial systems were in place, like the United States. 
Because apartheid’s crime is not unique, the men seem to argue, there is also 
no special responsibility for Afrikaners to feel guilty or support reparations. 
The richness and variety of the arguments to deflect and deny any 
responsibility of the past suggest how deeply invested the men are in playing 
down the crimes of apartheid. The point of the arguments is always the same: 
the men are not to be held accountable for crimes of the past associated with 
apartheid.  

 
NOSTALGIA  

When the men talk about the times before 1994, sometimes fantasy and 

nostalgia takes over: racial relations were the “best” during apartheid. Blacks 
and whites had a “natural” and “spontaneous” friendship. They say that 
people “relaxed” together and “sat around the fire” and “ate pap,” or porridge 
together. They say blacks and whites entered each other’s houses; they 
“stayed over” and “children played with each other.” Interracial friendships in 
the past were “spontaneous, authentic, and honest” because most people had 
respect for one another. The black man in particular had respect for “his 
place, his country, and for what he felt.” Schalkwyk acknowledges that some 
blacks might have it better today but in general he thinks that blacks had it 
better during apartheid. “Few slept with hunger,” he says, because “the Boer 
took care of them and a Boer would offer food and a place to sleep.” 
Schalkwyk argues that today the few blacks who moved up through the ranks 
do not care about the blacks who are left behind. Afrikaners had good 
paternalism in the past; today’s blacks have simply no paternalistic figure. 



BETWEEN RECOGNITION AND RESENTMENT : 123 

 

 

Sometimes, blacks are also invoked to give this historic argument more 
authority and legitimacy. Johan Naude says:  

This is what he says to me—I do not know what he says if he is at home—

but to me he says, ‘for me it was better during apartheid.’ They had more 

employment. Even though at the time they did not have the houses they 

have now. But they had more employment. He will also reckon there was 

less corruption in the government. He also says that schools and stuff were 

better for him. He feels like I just told you—in the way he talks to me—he 

feels apartheid was better for him. During the apartheid days they went to 

school in their own schools. They could practice their culture, they could 

talk their language, they had teachers who had their own culture and taught 

them well, and that was good for them. And just as I do not want to mingle 

with him, he does not want to mix with me.  

Naude forcefully ends his argument by the assertion that both groups do not 
want to mix. But note how he switches from the first to the third person and 
how Naude co-opts an anonymous black voice to affirm his own view. He 
ends his argument with a rhetoric question: “Do we know how many more 
bad things happened after apartheid?” In yet another way, Naude tries to 
redirect the focus from apartheid’s crimes to his feelings of victimhood today.  

 
LOST PRIDE  

When the men are introspective and talk about what went wrong during 
apartheid and after, surprising explanations come out. Faurie, for instance, 
argues that affirmative action is the fault of the Afrikaners themselves. “The 
men have become weak,” he says. He feels that Afrikaners have relied for too 
long on their skin color to be assured of employment. Faurie says:  

In a way, we cut our own throats. When we had to, we did not. Because we 

thought, our skin will always protect us. But that did not turn out to be true. 

This has started to work against you. ... We are a small group of people at 

the tip of Southern Africa, but we could protect ourselves against such a 

mighty country as England. And this has given us Afrikaners a sense of 

pride. And this pride has disappeared, because we did not follow our history 

anymore. 

Faurie faults his own people for their failure. Not only for relying on their 
white privilege but also for having lost pride and for not “following their own 
history.” He feels that in the past, Afrikaners were brave and could therefore 
be proud of their history. He continues: 

But now we have this singer Bok van Blerk and he writes a song, the whole 

of South Africa runs after him, and screams ‘General De La Rey! General 

De La Rey!’ This tells me that this country still has this pride. That is why I 

am proud to say I am a white Boer. Because I am proud about what we did 

in this country and where we are going, even though we have to do that now 

together with blacks. 
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De La Rey was a very popular song among Afrikaners in 2007 about the Boer 
General Koos De La Rey in the Second Boer War, who fought the British 
Colonial Army and inflicted significant damage to them. For Faurie, the song 
“De La Rey” affirms Afrikaners still have pride in themselves. The figure of 
De La Rey as a masculine symbol of strength and courage speaks to him 
because it allows him to reclaim Afrikaner history and to draw a boundary 
between himself and blacks. Indeed, although Faurie acknowledges 
Afrikaners have to work together with blacks, he is concerned for its 
consequences. He says: 

Look, the blacks, the Rastas, they pull their pants half down, and feel good 

and mellow. This is a slapgat, or lazy, attitude. And you do not see a Boer 

with a lazy attitude. But our children are starting to follow that way. But then 

we have the story of De La Rey again, and everybody is again [excited about] 

De La Rey. … So the nation starts again, the things that were beautiful and 

right for us, the focus has shifted toward De La Rey, in that direction. 

Faurie calls for strong men to stand firm and not be “mellow.” He thinks that 
blacks are emotionally weak. He discusses why it’s difficult to organize 
Afrikaners for protests: “We sukkel, or struggle, to organize mass 
demonstrations,” he says. “Why? Because we are not emotionally dependent 

on other people. I think they (blacks) are very easily influenced.” Faurie 
argues that blacks tend to quickly experience mass hysteria while Afrikaners, 
instead, are emotionally independent, in control, and hard to influence.  

Faurie’s connections show how songs like “De La Rey” tap into specific, 
masculine, working-class dissatisfaction, and appeal to Afrikaners’ botched 
sense of pride. The song fits into the men’s cultural narrative that is marked 
not by reflection on the crimes of apartheid but by a masculine concerns with 
weakness and pride. A narrative that is marked by racism for its concern with 
not being lazy like the blacks. And a narrative driven by concerns over the 
survival of the Afrikaner people, as the next generation might be too weak 
and needs to be corrected in time. 

7.9 WOMEN AT WORK  

The above suggests there is something quintessentially masculine about the 
experience and interpretation of change at work, for the crisis of belonging is 
caused by male socialization and a failure to be more empathetic to their 
black co-workers. Do women’s stories about change significantly differ? They 
equally need to adjust to new circumstances—their work surroundings used 
to be just as white as their white male co-workers. Of course, affirmative 
action does not affect women as much as men, as they are included as a 
group that was also previously disadvantaged. Nevertheless, their work 
environment has also changed rapidly and radically. How do they experience 
change? To what extent are the women concerned with pride and dignity—or 
very different emotions?   
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LACK OF CARE ,  LOSS OF PRIDE  

Like the men, the women present a very positive image of the past. They 
describe a feeling of community and cohesion at work during apartheid. They 
also had various family members working at Telkom and Eskom, and they 
viewed the company as one big family. Today, the women feel things are not 
this way anymore. In the past, people were “easy going” and you could “work 
like you wanted to.” People worked together and according to rules and 
standards. Everybody worked so hard for most of the week that on Friday 
there was time “to socialize and barbecue.”  

Women are concerned about the deterioration of social relationships at 
work. Specifically, the women note how the change of language affects 
socializing in the work environment. They feel forced to speak English, a 
language they master but not as well as their native tongue Afrikaans. In the 
past, they say, the company was “very Afrikaans” and they had many friends 
at work. They feel that this switch in language impedes social communication.  

But it seems that where white men today are preoccupied with their 
dignity and pride, the women express their discontent more in a language of 
care. Marine Nell says: 

The atmosphere at work has changed. It changed, as if people don’t care 

anymore. If in my division, a client for instance would ask me to do 

something, and I am not in the office, I would do it immediately when I 

return. But they don’t longer care about customer service. What I can’t do 

today is a problem for tomorrow. I didn’t grow up that way. I am not like 

that. 

Nell argues that the new workers do not care about the company and their 
work, while she still has a “passion” for her work. She contributes their lack 
of motivation to the absence of pride in the company. It has also become 
more challenging to have pride in the company they once loved. Rita 
Schoeman says:   

From 1995 ‘til today it has only become worse. Nobody is doing their part. 

The people who have worked for Telkom for many years will receive the 

same salary as the people who have just been appointed. But the people who 

are newly appointed don’t do anything. They see how little they can do and 

get away with it, and they do get away with it. So, I think the whole Telkom 

is completely unmotivated; there is no motivation to work for Telkom. And 

that is bad. There are a few that try, but I think the biggest problem is that 

people lack a sense of pride. You have to force people to work because they 

don’t have pride anymore in what they do. My whole heart tells me they 

have no pride in what they do. They don’t help the clients. If a client calls, 

they look around and think ‘who can I give it to because I don’t want to do 

it.’ There are so few people who just help out a customer and that is bad, 

very bad. We are working toward our own downfall in Telkom. That feels 

terrible for me. That is really the worst situation. 
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The emphasis for women is thus different. Where the men emphasize the 
lack of respect, the women focus on the lack of care. Where the men feel they 
should be shown more respect for their seniority and position, the women 
feel others should engage more. Nevertheless, the concerns of the men and 
women seem very similar. The different wording cannot obscure that both 
men and women feel their company, once a source of pride and community, 
has become a source of embarrassment and shame. Rita Schoeman continues:  

In 1995, I was more proud to work at Telkom than I am now. Now, I feel a 

little like … you are really embarrassed to say you work for Telkom because 

the service we provide is horrible. The fact that they want to give the 

company a new image is pathetic. 

Nevertheless, the women report less animosity between the races. They say 
that in general, women of different ethnic groups respect each other and get 
along. They mention that the various activities do not demand any specific 
cultural traits or qualifications. Sonja Hattingh says: 

I love all of them. I have nothing against any of them. I believe that if you 

are at work, you forget all the personal stuff. My colleagues at my work, we 

work together. We have a reasonably good relationship. I think we respect 

each other for who we are and not because of who you seem to be. ... 

Telkom has many processes that you have to do accurately. It does not 

matter who or what you are but whether you work in a certain way. 

There are few hints in assertions like Hattingh that only white Afrikaners are 
doing the work. They distance themselves less from their black co-workers, 
and there are few concerns about pride and dignity. This does not mean the 
women do not feel that social norms about race and racial language have 
changed. It is maybe here where the women most clearly articulate a different 
voice about the experience of change. 

 
CHANGE IN A  D IFFER ENT VO I C E  

Women describe working in a multicultural surrounding as difficult and 
stressful; there are always differences and misunderstandings that cause 
insecurity and uncertainty on how to work with the various groups. Lana 
Gouws says:  

In the past, you weren’t scared to say something, or do or look at something, 

or feel unsure about the way you did things. Today that is totally different. 

But even when I am the boss, I have to think: am I not being offensive? 

Because now we have many cultures at our office, so now … You can say 

something wrong and then you are in trouble. So you think all the time, you 

want to be sure … this is a stressful world, a lot of stress. I wish many times 

I could go back to that time. But yes, the balance has shifted. ... Well, the 

people have different colors and different cultures and certain people will 

feel—I can’t tell you straight how they feel—but they will feel offended. It is 

fine. But that causes trouble. And they like disciplinary action, because now, 
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you were offensive to them. You have to get to know them as people, 

before you can speak up about it. So, if, at a certain moment, I feel angry, I 

first have to cool off. And then I can talk to them. So I had to learn that 

through the years. 

Gouws longs for the past where they “just worked hard” and did not care 
about being offensive, whereas now she stressfully self-monitors. But note 
how she describes the emotional upheavals these adjustments cause her, and 
the consequently emotional management. What is most remarkable about the 
women’s stories is their ability to articulate the transformation and its 
emotional challenges; how the experience of change is shot through with 
moments of intense despair, insecurity, and self-doubt.  

Take Rania Scholtz, who has worked for 19 years at Eskom. Shortly after 
1994, she had to change to a division were there were hardly any whites 
working. She now is in the unusual position of working with many black men. 
She says: 

When I started working with them, I really started to become aware—this is 

a different world. This is a completely different world to work together with 

them, then to be together outside. ... You did not know what to expect, 

because I just worked with a group of white people. ... It was difficult. It was 

a tremendous adjustment for me. I did not know how to approach them. I 

did not know how to talk to them. If they would talk their language, I would 

think they talk bad of me. I was terribly uncertain in the beginning, until I 

found something out: there was a black woman who cleaned the kitchen and 

she told me that people could see I was a good woman, a good human 

being. And stuff like that. And then, I thought I first have to prove myself in 

their world so I could win their respect. Or at least give them the 

opportunity to talk to me. This is where things started. I had to prove myself 

for them, and say to them: ‘Don’t worry, I am OK. I do not want to hurt 

you.’ I was frightened in the beginning, but in time it turned out alright. And 

this made it much easier for me in the future. You are scared as a woman, 

because you do not know what they are going to do. So this opened doors in 

my life, to work together with them. And this has become easier all the time. 

People become almost like family at work. Everybody understands 

everybody. You learn to know each other. You learn their moods, you learn 

about their needs. And you start to learn their personalities. 

Scholtz narrates the path from her initiation in “the new world” from being 
uncertain, fearful, and suspicious if blacks talked in another language, to being 
understanding, trusting, and learning their “moods” and “needs.” Note how 
the new situation is described as a “new world”—not necessarily a threat, 
although her initial fear is evident. Note also how the family metaphor is still 

applied to the situation: working with black people still means you get to 
know them like family. 

Indeed, it is a narrative of change. The way women like Rania Scholtz are 
able to articulate how they feel and how things changed at work is remarkably 
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different from the narratives of the men. Where men emphasize loss, women 
emphasize adjustment. Where men have trouble articulating what they have 
lost which leads to frustration, women narrate the various changes they have 
gone through. 

7.10 SOLIDARITY MEMBERSHIP 

How, then, do the men, and also the women, relate to Solidarity as a labor 
union? Traditionally, most white workers at Eskom have union memberships. 
At Telkom, however, Solidarity only started in 1991. After 1994, the union 
took on a new meaning with the introduction of affirmative action programs. 
As one man says, “Dit het ’n ou kwaad gemaak,” or this made a man angry. 
Before affirmative action, the men note, the unions were “just there” and 
hardly played a role. Today, many call Solidarity a nonpolitical movement for 
the Afrikaans minority that protects their rights and culture. The men feel 
rights are not a given but “have to be demanded.” Andre Durandt says:  

I don’t have a problem with them (blacks). It is just … a man has to start 

with a union. A man has to fight for his rights now. A man sees that Eskom 

is changing, and a man tries to get back the old Eskom, especially when this 

comes to safety. 

Durandt strings his concerns about the union, racism, rights, and Eskom 
together. He is aware that Solidarity is sometimes accused of racism. But he 
argues that whites have rights too. He does not like how Eskom has changed 
and wants to fight to get the “old” Eskom back. His comment about safety 
makes it clear that he doesn’t only want to return to a white Eskom, but also 
a company that holds its standards. For the men, Solidarity provides 
guidance, a way to understand their situation in a new discourse. Roche 
Gerlach says: 

They were for me the people who did the best things and the most for us, as 

Afrikaners and South Africans. And the passion they had for the work, and 

the work they did at that time, that was for me … it provided me with a lot 

of guidance. This was a place where I felt home. This was my movement. ... 

I have a right to be who I am as a human being. They can’t force principles 

and concepts onto me. I have a right to be Roche, not someone else. ... This 

has been my upbringing from when I was young that made me into who I 

am. They told me I had to stand for my rights. 

In Gerlach’s argument, concerns with identity stand out as well as the 
language of rights in which he frames it. He argues that he has a right to be 
himself (Afrikaans and South African) and that nobody should tell him to be 
someone else. Solidarity obviously appeals to his identity, as the union made 
him feel at home. Nevertheless, the men are aware that Solidarity is not a 
panacea for everything. Henk Sadie says:  
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Look, I had some possibilities in the past (to leave the country). I still have 

high hopes for Solidarity. Things just happen too slowly. That is my only 

concern. If you ask me whether I would tell another member to go to 

another country, if he has better prospects there, then I will tell you, ‘No, I 

won’t discourage him.’ Do I discourage another person to go to another 

country if his wife is being murdered in his house, even behind the devil’s 

bars and locks? Who is to blame? You know what I say? I’ll be honest—I 

have much hope for Solidarity. That is why I argue with so much passion. I 

believe there is a place for the whites in this country. But I don’t believe it is 

ideal to stay. 

The men are hopeful and realistic about Solidarity’s possibilities, but 
pessimistic about their future in the country. Nevertheless, they still believe 
they deserve a place in South Africa. 

7.11 CONCLUSION  

Solidarity, as a phenomenon, is the product of the post-apartheid South 
African political landscape, the neoliberal economic transformation, and the 
rubble and ashes of Afrikaner nationalism. The union represents a white, 
postcolonial, ethnic movement that mixes unique politics of recognition with 
class struggle. Solidarity’s success, defined by its prominence in media and 
politics, signifies new turns in race and identity politics in South Africa that 
cannot be disconnected from the ANC government’s drive for racial redress. 
Affirmative action policies have been most consequential in the public 
administration and in former public companies—sectors that are also strongly 
affected by neoliberal policies of economic restructuring. The trade union’s 
discourse of opposition is a peculiar example of a new global vernacular of 
whiteness; a language of protest that no longer builds on the ideology of 
white supremacy but reappropriates the idiom of the civil rights and the anti-
apartheid movements for its own ends. Solidarity’s politics of recognition also 
echo international discourses about minority rights and cultural rights, but 

actually distorts it. It co-opts the language of rights enshrined in the South 
African constitution to perpetuate the inequalities of the past. 

The trade union’s brand of post-nationalism is composed of a subtle new 
rhetoric of rights and belonging, with echoes of the old myths of Afrikaner 
nationalism. The trope of rights effectively reframes Afrikaners as a minority 
that is victimized, threatened, and in need of protection. The language of 
rights has supplanted the racist language of the past. The union no longer 
presents itself as a white supremacy group that longs back to the days of 
apartheid (Indeed, it is hard to imagine how old nationalistic claims of racial 
or cultural exclusivity could receive any legitimacy today). However, 
Solidarity’s talk of rights does not just replace the language of the past; it also 
actively tries to rewrite the past. The emphasis on rights helps to underplay 
the privileged position of Afrikaners in the past and enables the defence of 
privilege in the present. Nevertheless, Solidarity’s politics cannot solely be 
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interpreted as the defence of white privilege––class matters too. Solidarity’s 
discourse is deeply affected by class-based shame. Only this emotion can 
explain the paradox why Solidarity undercuts its politics of recognition by an 
ambivalent politics of resentment: politics in which the blunt denial of guilt 
for apartheid is matched by an equally strong renunciation of the need for 
Afrikaners to change. Because the union’s leadership is unable to admit guilt, 
they cannot make a productive separation between Solidarity’s mission and 
the history of Afrikaners. It is shame about who they are that leads to bursts 
of anger, self-pity, and fantasies about the unlikely re-emergence of Afrikaner 
nationalism. 

The Afrikaner lower middle class––Solidarity’s predominant members’ 
base––benefitted least from white privilege. Nevertheless, after apartheid, this 
group has seen their workplaces most rapidly change. Former public 
companies like Telkom and Eskom have been completely transformed by 
neoliberal policies of economic restructuring and affirmative action. 
Moreover, the lower middle class gets stigmatized the most, not only because 
of racial integration in their workplace but also because they often openly 
protest the consequences of affirmative action. Solidarity’s discourse 
resonates with the Afrikaner lower middle class because it offers protection, 
belonging, and a masculine defiant stand against the dominance of the ANC.  

The Afrikaner men, who used to dominate the companies, today narrate a 
story of loss and resentment. The older generation has lost their privileged 
position; they feel their experience and expertise is no longer valued because 
of affirmative action. They no longer feel proud of their companies, which 
perform poorly in the post-apartheid economy. They feel stigmatized. By 
contrast, their companies’ histories are viewed through a nostalgic lens. 
Before 1994 the companies were experienced as one strong community: 
homogenous, harmonious, familial, and proud. Today, work feels more 
regulated, professionalized, and competitive. Work is always more to men 
than a source for income; work is about masculinity and male bonding. Both 
are under pressure today. Work no longer provides a stable anchoring point 
for their white, Afrikaner, masculine identities.   

Although the poor performance of their companies is at least partly 
rooted in neoliberal policies, the men blame the new racial order at work. 
Racial explanations dominate the men’s struggle to make sense of their new 
position and lower status. Pride in their work is the most important racial 
boundary they draw between their black co-workers and themselves. The 
pride that is obsessively reaffirmed––as if declarations of pride can hide the 
shame of their lower status, loss of dominance, and stigma associated with 
being seen as racists. Lower-middle-class Afrikaner workers no longer 
dominate the company’s culture, an experience that sets them apart from 
upper-class Afrikaners. They no longer dictate the norms and rules of racial 
interactions in the workplace. The black majority endorses “new” social 
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norms of anti-racism both formally and informally, and this forces the 
Afrikaner men to adapt. They have to self-censor the potentially racist 
content of the jokes they make, the stories they tell, and the topics they 
discuss. The men’s frustration about the difficulty of this task is compounded 
by their obliviousness about the racist content of their talk. They are 
frustrated about “black rights” and the “loss of freedom of speech.” While 
they experience a painful loss of camaraderie and male bonding at work, 
often expressed in the language of alienation, their own everyday racism is 
lost on them. Few men are able to look inward for the need to change. The 
women’s intimate and emphatic account of the need of change and 

adjustment suggests this is a particular masculine response. It’s most likely 
related to how men avert their gaze from their inner world. 

Finally, talking about apartheid is straining and extremely difficult for the 
men. They feel accused and held personally responsible. Their stories about 
apartheid are marked by denial and distortions, and sometimes fantasy 
pictures of positive race relationships during apartheid. Their narratives about 
apartheid represent an extremely white-centered point of view. There is little 
empathy for the consequences of apartheid on blacks. The men do not see 
apartheid as a hideous political system that justifiably was ended. Instead, the 
men prefer to fault themselves for the weakness of their generation to live up 
to their ideals of Afrikaner masculinity. If they only had been tougher and 
stronger, the end of apartheid would have never happened. 





 

 

PART 3: Afrikaner Women at Home 



 

 



 

 

 

8. Living Inside and Outside the Gate 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

In this part, I compare how two groups of Afrikaner women experience and 
renegotiate home and belonging in the city of Pretoria. The two groups live in 
very different parts of the city. The first group of upper-class women lives in 
Golden Sun, an elite gated community on the edge of the city. The other 
group of lower-middle-class women lives in the northern suburbs. I will 
explore how race, class and gender influence the construction of home and 
belonging. In this theoretical introduction, I give a short overview how the 
urban landscape has transformed in South Africa since 1994, and how the 
literature on urban development has tried to make sense of this 
transformation. I argue that neoliberal urban development, crime, and gating 
have affected upper- and lower-middle-class white Afrikaners very differently. 
In cities like Pretoria, gated communities have produced a radically different 
context for race relationships, place attachments, and belonging for upper- 
and lower-middle-class people. However, in the literature on gating, the 

relationship between belonging and emotions overemphasizes the negative 
emotions of fear of “the other” and crime. The role of aesthetics in emotions 
is stressed by various authors, but rarely applied in the ethnographic studies 
of gated communities. Nevertheless, it could help explain both new forms of 
belonging inside the gates, as well as feelings of alienation outside of them.  

8.2 URBAN TRANSFORMATION IN SOUTH AFRICA  

To situate the gated community and Pretoria that form the backdrop of this 
study, we have to say a few words about the urban landscape in South Africa, 
and how this transformed after 1994. Historically, South Africa’s landscape 

has always mirrored the unequal distribution of power between blacks and 
whites. Apartheid ultimately was a spatial concept—the idea that white and 
black people had to live geographically separated. Think, for instance, about 
the erection of bantustans, or homelands, for rural blacks. The forceful 
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removal of blacks from the neighborhood of Sophia in Johannesburg in the 
1960s, and the removal of coloureds from District Six in Cape Town are 
pointed reminders of the violence of this urban process. Apartheid laws 
restricted access of blacks to white cities, and helped sustain exclusive white 
spaces throughout South Africa. Indeed, apartheid left its most visible 
footprints in South Africa’s geographical landscape of segregation and spatial 
inequality.  

From 1994 onward, the ANC initiated extensive programs of urban 
development for the poor and pushed to undo the spatial segregation of the 
past (Kotze & Donaldson, 1998; Saff, 1995, 1996; Schensul, 2008; Seekings, 

2000). The success of government desegregation policies is disputed, and the 
lack of consistent policies and programs criticized (Watson, 2001). The speed 
of desegregation is relatively slow and segregation indexes remain high, but 
some progress has been made, depending on the geographical area and the 
urban spatial structure (A. Christopher, 2005a; A. J. Christopher, 2005b; 
Crankshaw, 2008; Donaldson & Kotze, 2006; Schensul & Heller, 2011). 
Nevertheless, urban development after apartheid has been contradictory for 
other reasons than failed state policies. 

 
DESEGREGATION VER SUS SECURITIZATION AND PRIVATIZATION  

Since 1994, the urban landscape has been transformed through state-
sponsored desegregation policies, but even more so by the neoliberal forces 
of securitization and privatization. Public concerns over crime and security 
after apartheid have been met by sophisticated security systems, which 
include electrified walls, burglar alarms, vicious guard dogs, private security 
companies, and automated surveillance cameras to control public and private 
space (Kempa, 2000). The private security industry in South Africa has 
experienced an annual growth rate of 18 percent in the period between 1977 
and 1999 (Bremner, 2004, p. 466). At the same time, new spatial forms of 
governance in the form of gated communities emerged, which profoundly 
reshaped the urban landscape (Hart, 2008). Security estates emerged in South 
Africa driven by complex forces that involve not only security, but also real 
estate values, the financing of real estate, a search for community and identity, 
and the integration of living and well-being, including sport facilities and 
nature areas. Gated communities are founded on a territorial, material basis 
that privatizes landscape through various mechanisms of appropriation and 
exclusion, private (including institutional) ownership, and local legislation. 
The manifestation of neoliberalism in urban governance resulted in the 
struggle of the state to finance urban services and infrastructure (Besteman, 
2008; P. Harrison & Todes, 2008; Tomlinson, 2003). 

In Pretoria, the location of this study, gating has not been researched. 
This former capital of apartheid South Africa has been traditionally 
dominated by Afrikaners, but is now part of the metropolitan area of 
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Gauteng. However, in most major South African cities like Cape Town, 
Durban, and Johannesburg, gating has been studied. There have even been 
comparative studies between South African cities (Ballard, 2002; Beall, 
Crankshaw, & Parnell, 2002; Besteman, 2008; Jürgens & Gnad, 2002; 
Lemanski et al., 2008). These studies show how place attachment and 
belonging have been radically reconfigured in South Africa. Not just for the 
inhabitants of these new enclosed communities, but also for the majority of 
Afrikaners who live outside of it. The phenomenon of gating has also been 
extensively debated in the United States and more recently in such varied 
locations as China, Brazil, and Turkey (J. Duncan & Duncan, 2004; J. S. 

Duncan & Duncan, 2001; Genis, 2007; Glasze, Webster, & Frantz, 2006; 
Soja, 2000; Wu & Webber, 2004). Researchers have emphasized the legal, 
economic, architectonical, and lifestyle aspects of this trend.1 Gated 
communities are often presented as the pinnacle of neoliberal urban 
development and the trend of securitization.  
 
GATING ,  WHITENESS ,  AND EM OTIONS  

In this study, the focus is on how the experience of living in a gated 
community affects people’s racial and ethnic identities. In American literature, 
the experience of living in a gated community is often connected to broader 

issues such as fear of crime, racism, a new structure of feeling, and the 
continuity of white economic privilege (Blakely & Snyder, 1997; Caldeira, 
2000; Low, 2003). It is in part this confluence of factors that makes the study 
of belonging under neoliberal urban conditions so challenging. How do these 
different issues connect? What kind of new emotional landscape do gated 
communities represent? And how do such urban communities contribute to a 
fear of crime and fear of the racial other? In part, these questions can also be 
explored by studying those people who do not live in gated communities, a 
contrast this study hopes to draw.  

Ethnographic research in the United States prefers an explanatory 
framework that makes use of the psychoanalytic register, like the 
psychoanalytic accounts of emotions in urban community studies of Sibley 
and Sennet (Sennett, 2008; Sibley, 1995). In her study of gated communities 
in America, Setha Low is one of most sensitive urban researchers on the 
relationships between gating and emotions (Low, 2001, 2003, 2008). In her 
detailed analysis, she dissects the different concerns residents have about 
crime and community, the desire for safety, and what she calls “niceness.” 
The norm of “niceness” is a generic descriptor white American residents use 
for what is judged as normal behavior and appearance. Low connects the 
construction of “niceness” to whiteness and contrast to the “fear of others.” 
Norms on the social environment, she writes, act to naturalize the cultural 
preferences and codes of white privilege and assuage the anxieties of white 
middle class. More recently, Low speaks of a new structure of feeling created 
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by these urban developments (Low, 2008). But the treatment of race and 
emotions in Low’s study is still slippery, because what makes cultural norms 
like “niceness” white?  

In South Africa, Bremner also writes in a psychoanalytic register. She 
argues that the impact of crime on the psyche of white South Africans has 
this effect (Bremner, 2004, p. 461):  

Ambiguities are eliminated, new boundaries created, and new social 

identities and certainties constructed. ... Crime provides a generative 

symbolism with which to talk about contemporary experiences perceived as 

alien, threatening, chaotic, or bad—a black majority government, 

deteriorating social services, dysfunctional traffic lights, a disloyal domestic 

worker, etc. Through the experience of crime, uncomfortable processes of 

social change are coded, and defensive mechanisms and projections against 

them mobilized. Terror becomes the trope through which the transition is 

lived and made sense of.2 

Building on the work of postcolonial theorist Archille Mbembe, Bremner 
argues that the criminal offers a new image through which to establish 
continuity between the certainties of the past, the uncertainties of the present 
and the unknown of the future, and that the wall is the figure of the new 
political order (Bremner, 2004). Suggestive as the psychoanalytic account of 
Bremner might be, it is at the same time too speculative and too limited to say 
that the “uncomfortable processes of social change” has only to do with 
terror and crime. 

In a series of studies, mostly in and around Cape Town, Lemanski 
researched the residential strategies and social experience of crime among 
whites (Lemanski, 2004, 2006a, 2006b, 2006c). She shows how white 
residents in gated communities often mix their fears of crime with broader 
fears regarding the future of their western lifestyles in the new South Africa. 
Most whites, at least from 2003, no longer felt safe in their residential area.3 
In her research, Lemanski endorses the view that discourses on crime among 
whites are an acceptable discourse that serves as a code or pretext for talk 
about racist fears and “the other.” Lemanski concludes that, at least in Cape 
Town, the social divisions of the past are perpetuated, although she 
acknowledges there is much more variety than often is expected in South 
Africa (Lemanski et al., 2008). 

In the research of Lemanski and Bremner, following Low, there is the 
suggestion that gated estates still function as old-fashioned communities with 
solid social relationships and that residents have to talk in code to keep other 
races out. Although it is misguided to suggest such exclusionary talk does not 
happen, I argue that white elite groups do not need such racial codes to assert 
their power nor do we need psychoanalytical theories to explain the 
emotional landscape of gated communities. If we are to understand how the 
new cultural landscapes of neoliberal urbanism in South Africa relate to race, 
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we have to ask ourselves how do economic elites, with their considerable 
resources, reshape the landscape to make new “homes”? Gated communities 
have been, at least initially, an upper-class phenomenon in South Africa, and 
also elsewhere. It is thus a development closely linked to the politics of space 
by the affluent. As Harvey notes, since the affluent are generally economically 
self-sufficient they do not need to command space through continuous 
appropriation and neither do they need street-level interpersonal relations and 
neighborhood networks in order to meet their basic needs. Instead, their 
common interests and concerns generally revolve around a need to maintain 
the standards and property value of the built environment through a shared 

commitment to common conceptions of taste, tone, aesthetic appreciation, 
and symbolic and cultural capital (1985: 262). 

8.3 AN AESTHETIC APPROACH: CLASS AND BELONGING 

Aestheticization is the preferred management technique of the elite and this 
goes hand in hand with social exclusion and the management of class. As the 
rich try to simultaneously enhance, naturalize and conceal class privilege, 
aestheticization plays an important role in depoliticizing class relations 
(Harvey, 2004). Duncan and Duncan beautifully illustrate how this operates 
in practice (2004; J. S. Duncan & Duncan, 2001). In their study of the 

aesthetic attitudes of residents in a semirural suburb of New York, they show 
the intimate relationship between landscapes, social identity, and exclusion. 
They show the important (new) role of aesthetic discourses in supporting 
class interests. Discourses of romantic ideology, localism, antiurbanism, and 
antimodernism mediate for residents the active role landscapes play “in the 
performance of elite social identities and the framing of social life and values 
within a community” (J. S. Duncan & Duncan, 2001). People’s aesthetic 
dispositions are related to ideology in that they refer to “the unarticulated, 
unmediated, and naturalized pleasure one takes in the concrete materiality of 
things in themselves” (J. S. Duncan & Duncan, 2001). Particularly among the 
elite, landscapes and aesthetic dispositions are markers of identity. As such, 
they provoke sincere emotions that inadvertently act to naturalize class 
privileges and tastes. In line with Harvey, Duncan and Duncan argue that 
class relations are constituted by power, authority, and production practices 
that are consequently aestheticized. In other words, this reduces class and 
power relations to aesthetic and lifestyle choices.4 Duncan and Duncan see 
aestheticism and romanticism leading toward the inward-looking pursuit of 
personal, national, and racial idiosyncrasies. 

If this is translated to new private gated communities, what matters for 
belonging with the elite is not so much social relationships but privacy, 
access, and flexible associations of friendships and lifestyle (Blokland-Potters, 
2003).5 Moreover, newly imagined communities exist through shared 
memories of the past (images that often do not include young people or 
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minorities). Gated communities are not defined by the social interactions of 
its residents but by their emotional involvement. The American philosopher 
Margaret Kohn illuminates in her work how such communities are formed by 
individuals that identify with a particular location. Such groups, she writes, are 
“sustained by perceived similarities in lifestyle and absence of conflict … 
reinforced by similar patterns of consumption and cultural cues rather than 
shared activities and practices” (Kohn, 2004). The aesthetic experience of 
living in a neighborhood becomes the basis of collective identity and 
belonging, as the irreconcilable social antagonisms that pervade modern life 
are avoided. The effects of such forms of aesthetization and privatization are 

multiple: to enhance the aesthetic experience of those groups deemed 
deserving, the use of space gets restricted to prevent the sight and proximity 
of others (although not necessary racial others). The presence and speech of 
strangers becomes defined as an inconvenience; the rights are removed of the 
undeserving and unwashed. According to this logic, gated communities are 
not about social relationships but about the aesthetic imagination of 
community and belonging, and its perverse real-life consequences.6 

 
OUTSIDE THE GAT E :  THE LOWER -M IDDLE CL ASS  AND BELONGING  

In the literature, the experience of gating is rarely contrasted to urban living 

of the less-affluent whites—those who live outside of the gates. Here, I do 
not mean the social connections between those living close to a gated 
community and those inside of it (Lemanski, 2006a). I am interested whether 
the experiences of lower-middle-class whites in the city can tell us something 
new about the attractiveness of gating, particularly beyond the protection of 
crime. There has been limited research on white lower-middle-class groups, 
apart from a number of historical studies on poor whites and one brief but 
fascinating account of racial integration in a white neighborhood after 
apartheid (Courtney Jung, 2003; Courney Jung & Seekings, 1996; Teppo, 
2004, 2008). What this study emphasizes is how the lower middle class 
experiences the post-apartheid city as increasingly descending into chaos and 
decaying. 

South African academic Steven Robins has warned for the uncritical 
condemnation of the chaotic and violent character of post-apartheid cities. 
Cities should not be simply qualified as fundamentally dysfunctional and 
ungovernable. He cautions for a “politics of the belly” and stresses the 
importance of the political economy of underdevelopment (Robins, 2002). 
But such a dichotomy underestimates how important emotions are in shaping 
our experiences of space and place. Places achieve significance precisely 
because they are the source of intense emotion. Rather than to pit a political 
economy approach against a framework that includes emotions, as Robins 
suggests, the aim should be to align them in a research framework. How does 
the political economy of place contribute to fear of crime and fear of the 
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racial other? How are spatial strategies fed by fears of loss of privilege? Even 
if discourses and feelings are dystopic and overly negative about home and 
the city, their coproduction should be explored, rather than ignored. The 
question is how to align them. 

8.4 A COMPARATIVE FRAMEWORK AND QUESTIONS  

The focus in Part 3, Living, is on women. This chapter does not offer, like 
Part 2, a full comparison between upper- and lower-middle-class white female 
Afrikaners, and how they live. It does not present a full scale comparison 
between two special communities. However, it does try to contrast the 
experience of living in a gated community with the perceptions and feelings 
of those living outside of it, in a post-apartheid city. In chapter 9, I first 
analyze how lower middle class women experience belonging and their home. 
I discuss how they talk about the city and public space. I explore the 
ambivalences of this group of Afrikaans women, and contrast their ideas of 
home with those of work, the neighborhood, the city, and the past. 

However, the primary focus is on the study of how elite, white, Afrikaans 
women understand and experience estate living in a large gated community in 
Pretoria, South Africa. Based on three months of residential stay and 
participatory observations, and over 40 interviews with residents, workers and 

management staff, I try to locate the residential experience in their wider 
understanding of South Africa and being white and Afrikaans after apartheid.7 
From the many interviews I did, I focus on the women because I found them 
particularly articulate about their aesthetic concerns and few of them showed 
racism in the traditional sense. Also, they were a group of liberal women that 
showed the limited role racism plays or the figure of the black criminal for 
sustaining the image of the ideal community. In fact, many of them take an 
active antiracist stance. Concerns about security and crime still play a large 
role in their lives (and talk), but it is not the dominant logic by which the 
estate is presented.8 The two leading questions of these chapters are: How do 
living, as an institution, and gating specifically, shape the changing discourses 
of Afrikaner women on identity, race, and ethnicity? How do race, class and 
gender influence the process of identity formation the living environment, 
and what is the role of emotions therein?  

 



 

 



 

 

 

9. Urban Decay and Disgust  

9.1 IDENTITY TALK   

Home is a haven for the Afrikaans woman. It is a place where she can relax, 
where it is peaceful, and their loved ones are, and where they can invite their 
friends. This portrayal strongly contrasts to the experiences in their work 
environment, which I discussed briefly in chapter 7 (7.9). The work 
environment is presented as “stressful,” “frustrating,” and “tense.” The 
contrast illuminates how home is the natural counterpoint to work. Lana 
Giliomee says: 

At work there are all these tensions from people. And you always have to 

keep the peace. At home I can be myself. If I want to be mad, then I am 

mad. If I want to laugh and be happy, then I am. I can’t be like that at work. 

At work I am like an actor; like a performer: you constantly have to think 

about what you say and what you do, and what the right thing is to do. … 

You can’t just act if you are angry. At home, you can be angry. Then I am 

and it is over. At work that is not possible. You have to think: what will 

happen if I will react like that? At home I am totally myself, like I want to 

be. Emotionally, there isn’t that repression. 

Home, for Giliomee, is the only place where she can “be herself,” a condition 
she equates with the ability to express and act out her emotions. For her, 
social life at work has become acting. As a metaphor, acting captures what it 
means for lower-middle-class Afrikaners to play the new social role of a 
nondominant minority. The social norms at work have changed—racism is 
no longer tolerated, nor is white Afrikaner dominance. Giliomee has become 
hyper-reflexive about what she says and does in the workplace, but also about 

how she feels. She has to learn anew how to behave and speak without the 
support of privilege and racism. Emotion management is an important part 
of Giliomee’s “act” because how she feels, at the workplace, often no longer 
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corresponds with how she perceives she has to act. She feels she cannot show 
her anger at work, because it would have negative repercussions. 

However, the women’s main emotion management strategy is not to 
adjust their feelings, but to make a strict separation between home and work. 
Home and work are not just experienced as different worlds—Afrikaans 
women reinforce the separation through a symbolic boundary between home 
and work. Home and work are depicted as different worlds, with contrasting 
social norms, that have to remain separate. The women say they do not want 
to talk about work at home and vice versa. Worries about work are not 
allowed to spill over to home, and life at home must remain unknown to co-

workers. Some women depict themselves as machines that have learned to 
turn themselves on and off. Such a metaphor not only expresses the desire to 
contain the emotional stress at work, but also the strategy to ignore—even 
resist—scrutiny into the origins of the emotional stress. 

9.2 RACE TALK 

What it means for the women to be themselves at home is intimately 
connected to how they perceive the new racial hierarchy at work. At work the 
women feel they have to accept that things have changed since 1994. There, 
they emphasize that everybody is equal and there are no racial differences. 

They say they have good relationships with their non-white co-workers, 
although many admit they don’t communicate socially with their colleagues all 
that much. Marie Nell says: 

If I come in at Telkom I am at work. There, we are all the same. We work 

for the same company. Their blood is just as red as mine. It does not matter 

who sits next to me. Whether they are Muslim, Indian, … All have a heart 

that beats; all have blood that pumps around. That is my motto. 

For Nell, there are no racial differences at work. All workers have the same 
goal in Telkom. She emphasizes the equality of all workers. That this 
acceptance of equality at work demands adjustment from the women is a 
price they are willing to pay. 

However, equality is endorsed only within the work space. Beyond the 
physical borders of work, the opposite holds true—racist prejudice rules 
perceptions of blacks. Rosita De Klerk has good relationships with her black 
co-workers. Like other women, she describes how she has adjusted over the 
years, and really got to know them. She now likes to call her co-workers 
“family.” But when she describes unfamiliar blacks, she says: 

When you are outside, you do not work together with them, you do not 

know them. You still feel that outside they are barbaric. If you read the 

newspapers, if you listen to the news, then you feel as if you can still hate 

them, even though you are not allowed to do so. You feel you want to 

protest against them. They will not care to smash you in your car. They will 

not care if they steal your purse from under your arm. They will not care to 
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steal from you. For me it feels like that is in their nature. It is part of their 

humanity. But like I said, it is totally different to work together with them, as 

to be together with them outside. 

De Klerk draws a strong division between her opinions on the black co-
workers she is now familiar with and the black Africans outside of work. 
They are, to her, still threatening, as she links them to crime and hate. She 
suggests that blacks have different beliefs and cultural values. Their supposed 
violent attitude is even rooted in their biology. 

The contrast between the racial perspective at work and at home causes a 
tension in these women’s racial talk, and the women struggle to defend a 

strict separation between these opposing lifestyles. Sarie Hugo says: 

At home I have no contact with other cultures. They do not visit my house. 

I only have to work with them. It is alright to come into contact with other 

cultures outside of the house. This does not matter to me. At work, your 

culture cannot have an influence on you. I believe in equal rights, so what 

they do does not bother me. I don’t like it when anybody is unjustly treated 

by someone else. I will stand up and argue with that person. But this does 

not affect me personally. The different cultures do not affect my house. The 

moment you leave work you forget everything and everybody, so this does 

not affect me. I do not talk to them; I do not hang out with them; I do not 

have anything to do with them. I do not have a maid at home. I will not 

allow this to affect my life. I am happy with my life as it is.  

The clear line Hugo draws again and again between home and work only 
reveals her worries about interracial contact. At work, she accommodates 
other cultures and promotes equal rights. But the more she argues that 
contact and other cultures do not “affect” her, the more her racial anxiety 
shows. Cultural contact is presented as contagious; hence, she quarantines it 
to her workspace. The women struggle to navigate racial interactions. They 
contrast the emotional labor at work with the freedom they experience at 
home. 

In part, the emotional strain at work is worsened by a language barrier. 
The Afrikaans women say they feel cut off from the social talk of their black 
co-workers because they don’t understand what is being said. Few Afrikaans 
women have a good command of English or any African language. In their 
free time, the women prefer to speak Afrikaans. But language is not the only 
boundary. 

The strong gender dimension is revealed in Hugo’s final comments, 
which make clear that her husband does not allow similar racial tolerance at 
home. Hugo added: 

My husband also does not believe in this. I differ a lot from him, but I also 

believe that in every culture, the housewife stands together with her 

husband. 



URBAN DECAY AND DISGUST :  146 

 

 

At work, she adheres to the new non-racial norms, but at home her husband 
is in charge. 

The image of home as a haven sits uneasy with the media’s clichés of 
white South Africans spooked by crime and the black criminal figure. The 
women did experience a rise in crime since 1994, but change at the 
neighborhood level has been limited. Lower-middle-class neighborhoods 
have not become a racial battleground after the fall of apartheid. Rather, 
interracial interaction has been limited in neighborhoods in comparison to 
work.Most women say their neighborhoods are relatively stable and peaceful 
places. The demography, they say, has hardly changed. Most blacks have 

moved to new developments, they assert, and not into their neighborhoods, 
which are the older areas of Pretoria. Hugo continued: 

This is a normal suburb. I enjoy living here. This is very centrally located. 

But I still think it is not safe. They broke into our house twice, one time 

when I was at home. I don’t think this is a safe neighborhood. But this isn’t 

the most dangerous neighborhood of Pretoria either. We have lived here for 

nine years. I feel at home. This is mainly a white area; there are very few 

black people. 

As Hugo makes clear, most women feel at home in their neighborhood 

despite crime. They say that their neighborhood is still fine while 
simultaneously complaining that crime has increased. Some blacks have 
moved in, they admit, but they hardly ever see them or have any problem 
with them. 

Most homes have been burglarized at least once in the last few years or 
family members have been victimized by crime. The women are always aware 
of the security threat. One woman says she often finds cigarette butts in her 
garden in the morning—evidence, she says, from criminals who have tried to 
do a burglary and fell asleep on her lawn. Another woman says she regularly 
wakes up when people shine a flashlight into her house. Extensive alarm 
systems are often unaffordable for the lower middle class. They improvise 
with dogs, barbed wire, glass on walls, and keep baseball bats, pepper spray, 
and sometimes guns ready. However, the house is believed to be 
comparatively safer than other spaces. 

For most women, being outside of the home—driving or walking—is 
perceived as unsafe, and fear of crime influences their living patterns. They 
stay at home during the evening and avoid certain areas in the city. While 
outside their homes, they are continuously on the lookout. Bernadet Blignaut 
moved three years ago to Pretoria, from a small village in the Free State. She 
says: 

This is not safe. Not safe at all. I am not used to this lack of safety. You will 

never be used to it. Never. I never carry my jewelry. If you stop at a traffic 

light, they will steal your wallet, your phone. No, it is unsafe. I look around 



URBAN DECAY AND DISGUST :  147 

 

 

all the time. I know so many people who had things happen to them. I stay 

at home in the evening. It isn’t safe. 

Blignaut describes a constant fear that grips these women when they are 
outside of their homes. For them, being stress-free in a public space is an 
impossibility. 

Talk about public safety is strongly racialized. Lower-middle-class women 
still rely in part on public transportation and frequent the downtown business 
district, because this is where they work—places in which the African 
majority has started to dominate. These spaces are depicted as dangerous 
places, and much more dangerous than either the home or work. The women 
feel they can be assaulted at any time, whether they travel by car or not. 
Rosita De Klerk, who lives in Witbank, a middle-size city near Pretoria, says: 

I am OK at work and I am OK at home. I am not totally comfortable in the 

village anymore. It’s getting too crowded. And this has become very black. 

This is really, really black. And robberies and stuff like that have happened. 

For instance, they cut off the complete hand of a woman here in the 

southern part of the village, just to get her ring. Then they ran away with her 

hand. So yes, many of the things that are happening are scary. But you can’t 

do anything about it because it is the same everywhere. ... I do feel safe in 

some places. If I am honest, I go to bible school and there I feel safe. At the 

bible school, the majority is black; there are only a handful of white people. 

But at the bible school it is special. 

De Klerk’s negative perception of public space is explained by race and 
crime, which come together in her horror story. Such stories emphasize the 
brutality and cruelty of crime, but should not be read necessarily as an 
accurate representation of South African crime, as there are simply too few 
statistical numbers on the brutality of violence during crimes to say anything 
useful about that. Apart from the questionable truthfulness of crime stories, 
such narratives express a sense of constant threat. Note the escalating tone 
when she acknowledges the increased participation of the black majority in 
public life. As another Afrikaner woman said: “You feel safe nowhere.” But 
De Klerk also shows that race is not the only fear factor: she attends a bible 
school that is predominantly black, and there she isn’t afraid at all. 

What resonates in the women’s descriptions of private space versus 
public space is the theme of order versus chaos. They communicate a sense 
that the whole city has slid into anarchy. They complain about the 
deterioration of services and decry the impossibility of getting things “fixed 
and done” like water and electricity services. They also complain about street 
litter, roads in disrepair, and no adherence to traffic rules. The symbol of road 
anarchy, for them, is the taxi driver. He is described as ruthless, dangerous, 
and beyond control. Complaints about services are often wrapped in the 
language of “standards.” Most services are said to be below “the standards” 
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of the past. This might all very well be true, but racialization happens when 
the women contribute meaning to this course of events. 

The stories of chaos and decay are strongly racialized. What starts with a 
lament about the state of urban services usually ends with accusations against 
blacks. One woman asserts that “they” shit everywhere and that “they” never 
use the bathroom. Another woman complains “they” simply feed their 
children on the street, showing their boobs in public. Again another says that 
“they” never throw trash in the trash cans. Marie Nell says: 

Ach … you know, our municipal services … The streets are full of papers. 

They do not go to the bathroom. When I walk to my parking garage, they 

will stand against a tree. And they just do what they want to do. Here, right 

at the corner. It stinks. I park around the corner of my work, where I pay for 

a spot. But the surroundings have gotten so bad. There are feces all over. 

You can’t walk through without feeling you have to throw up. And this has 

become unsafe and I was attacked. As a woman alone, I cannot go to my car 

anymore. I have to kick the trash from the path. And this is dirty: our 

streets, our parks. The bushes have grown man-high. Our trash cans, where 

we pay for through municipal taxes, they didn’t come to collect them for a 

whole month. Every weekend we dropped our own trash can. This stuff did 

not happen 20 or 30 years ago. 

Nell stresses dirtiness over danger when it comes to public space. Her lament 
about municipal services is immediately racialized, with “they” standing in for 
blacks. Women like Nel imply that black people do not care about things like 
public morals and public spaces. For lower-class women, race explains the 
public decay. A similar line of reasoning connects loss and race in the story of 
Antjie Du Plesis. She says: 

Look, there are things that give me real heartache. These are things that 

pierce my heart. Look at the train stations for instance. The train stations 

used to be the pride of the railroad network. Trains used to run on time; the 

old Trans-Karoo line that used to ride, you know, people used to go on 

holiday with that line. This was lekker. The blacks used to have their part of 

the train, whites used to have their own parts too. The train stations were 

beautiful. We used to say to each other that the police at the stations were a 

bunch of ‘station flower pots.’ But they served a purpose. They made sure 

nobody was able to damage the station. But if you look at any station today, 

you know. A few days ago I took my brother-in-law to the train station in 

Krugersdorp. The train did not arrive because there was no power on the 

net to ride the train from Johannesburg to Krugersdorp. They sent a bus to 

pick people up. The station is a ruin. They used to have a fountain where 

they had fishes. This is still there, but—this really hurts your soul—you 

think: ‘When I was still a child, I had a little piece of string and a hook and I 

would catch the fishes with a piece of bread.’ But everything that is left is a 

wall, and this wall was toppled over. It lies on the ground. It is overgrown 

with bushes that they planted there. About the building I can’t say anything, 
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because it looks like a pig’s house. They never paint it anymore. And look at 

the trains people have to ride to go from one station to another to go to 

work. Look how people are thrown off the train. In those days, it was a real 

train. You came in, you sat down, and you could read the newspaper. That is 

how it was. And this is where I say: it looks like it does not have any value 

for blacks. 

Du Plesis recalls a time when such public transportation companies instilled a 
sense of pride in its passengers. Of course, as she explains, this was a time 
when trains were mainly for white people. In post-apartheid South Africa, the 
ANC government has struggled to fund the semiprivatized railway system 

and retain decent service, if only because of the expanded customer base. 
However, Du Plesis interprets the demise of train stations through the prism 
of race and law and order. She argues that blacks do not care about public 
transportation. The loss associated with a dysfunctional public transportation 
system thus becomes a new source of racism.  

Ultimately, the image of the public spheres of chaos, crime, and dirt 
becomes an infectious threat for the women—a threat or disease that will 
affect white people too. Marie Nell added: 

The sad thing is, the white people are changing also. Crime is also affecting 

them. Yea, they also do crime now. ... They also start not to care anymore. 

And all those immigrants that come in, the illegal immigrants. They have no 

respect for my privacy or property. They just live on my doorstep. And the 

white people are starting to do that too. You know, that bugs you. I help no 

one anymore. The whites are in decline. The respect they used to have for 

themselves. ... But I say, there are many, many black people who … there 

are many Indians who are good people. Our country … I don’t say the black 

people are bad. I don’t say that. I say particularly the people who come from 

across the border, those that come to steal our jobs. ... If things don’t 

change, there will not be a future here. 

Echoing themes that once were the justification for apartheid—the idea that 
bad habits were contagious—Nell underlines the fears she has about the 
encroaching chaos she experiences, and the fear that she can no longer stop 
what is happening. In a surprising post-apartheid twist, and adhering to the 
new social norm, she argues that black people are not to blame. Instead, she 
accuses the illegal immigrants of these things, a group that is politically a safer 
scapegoat in post-apartheid South Africa than black people. 

9.3 CULTURE TALK 

As the city has become a place of decay and disgust in the eyes of the women, 
the apartheid past is depicted as a positive contrast. Then, life was still safe. 
Then, the roads were still taken care of. Then, everything looked better. The 
present perception of decay and feeling of loss is so dominant that the 
women cannot help but emphasize the positive images of the past. Apartheid 
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to them is not a collective crime but a historic period when there was beauty, 
order and safety. Bernadet Blignaut recalls: 

What was good then was that South Africa looked better. It was better taken 

care of. And these days, the streets are dirty, the parks have become ugly. 

This is no longer safe. If you are in Europe, you can pass people’s homes in 

the street and you will see their house, and you can see the furniture inside 

the house. In South Africa you won’t see the house. This is behind a high 

wall and bars in front of the window. That isn’t happiness. That isn’t safety. 

Blignaut’s argument about apartheid has an aesthetic focus, but also a 
particular language. She argues that South Africa “was better taken care of” in 

the past. It is the same language of care the women use to complain about the 
attitudes of blacks today: they do not “care” anymore about public space and 
safety. Public space during apartheid was perceived as safe, because it looked 
orderly; public space after apartheid is perceived as dangerous because it 
looks ugly and chaotic. 

But the apartheid period is not only remembered by its order and well-
maintained public space. It was also a time when whites had it relatively easy. 
Most Afrikaans women are aware how privileged they were during apartheid 
and that the system was particularly beneficial to whites. In comparison to the 

men, they are much more candid in their assessment. Rosita De Klerk added: 

You know, for me it was lekker, or pleasant. White people could get in 

everywhere. You could just ask for work and you would get the job. There 

really was not a problem with getting a job. Many people just got a job 

because the people liked them. I don’t think there where many questions 

asked then about qualifications and such, if I really think about it. And now 

I have to be honest: I think the blacks in those days had it really bad. I think 

whites only took care of each other. And I think—and this is my honest 

opinion—we didn’t do for them what we had to do. I don’t think we made 

them achieve our levels. Yes, this was a great time for us, whites. I think the 

money flowed easily. And people gave parties. And people had baljaar, they 

were having a ball. And they bought fancy cars and houses. In those years it 

was cheap to do. I think the government then had a lot to do with how 

things worked out. I think the government did not follow the right course, 

and that is why it turned out bad for everybody. And now the blacks are 

finally at the helm. They thought: now it is our chance to take revenge, to 

push the whites out and to get the blacks in. And today it is the blacks who 

have the money. The tables have definitely turned. 

De Klerk candidly celebrates the benefits of apartheid. She sums up the 
benefits for whites, while simultaneously acknowledging the injustices done 

to blacks. There is a class element to her analysis too. She has not profited 
from apartheid in the same way as she describes some other whites have. Like 
many women, De Klerk suggests that the government made mistakes during 
the transition. Ronel Smit says: 
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Let me be honest. When I grew up I didn’t feel apartheid was right because I 

… didn’t agree with it. And then the first year I worked, I definitely changed 

my opinion about it. I am not saying apartheid was right. Definitely, it wasn’t 

right, it was wrong in every way. But I think we should have done this whole 

integration differently. Um… it was like making a 12-year-old state 

president. They don’t have the skills to do it at all. And I think that is what 

caused most of the chaos. They got opportunities but they still don’t use 

opportunities. They are not willing to take responsibility. It is 20 years later 

and what has changed? Nothing. The poor people are even poorer now than 

during apartheid. The few on top, they live like royalty. But the lower class, 

they are struggling tremendously. 

Smit argues that while apartheid was unquestionable wrong, racial integration 
was handled equally badly. She relies on long standing racial prejudices of 
blacks as undeveloped and irresponsible, like children, to disqualify them. The 
class element also returns with her lament that it is the poor blacks who 
suffer. 

Compared to Afrikaans men, the Afrikaans women acknowledge the 
wrongs of apartheid. But they are equally reluctant to feel guilt about 
apartheid, and they rely on various arguments to dispose of any blame. Marie 
Nell added: 

No, no, no. I don’t feel guilty. Simply because if I look at how the country 

was in those days, and if I look at how the country looks now; if I look at 

the trouble we had then and how the people solved problems then and how 

things happen now, financially and economically, in the country. The 

country is messy in comparison with how it looked in the past. There is no 

order anymore. … Worry is the wrong word … I can’t be blamed for how 

other people thought. I don’t know what the circumstances were 50 years 

ago that caused apartheid, because I was not alive then. Everything I hear 

today I have to have read in books. I don’t know whether this is true or not. 

I can’t say this isn’t true. I didn’t live in those times. I wasn’t there to tell you 

now what they did was wrong. What I can tell you today is that I wouldn’t 

mind going back to those days, unless they also get civilized. I wouldn’t 

mind to go back and live in that situation. It was very safe. You could sleep 

with your door open. I didn’t need to have anti-hijack pepper spray in my 

car if I drive home at night. That is what I do now. 

Nell focuses on the aesthetic order of the past as a positive contrast to the 
“messy” present. Her perception of the present poor state of the country 
functions as the main excuse to deny any guilt. She also averts blame by 
arguing that she does not know the past’s circumstances and that she cannot 
be held accountable for other people’s actions. Her reasoning is inconsistent 
when it comes to the denial of responsibility for apartheid: does she not 
know about the past, like she says, or does she thinks, because she want to go 
back, that the past was better? 
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One specific argument the women rely on to avert blame for apartheid 
shows the difference between public acknowledgement of past wrongs and 
private memory. The women might acknowledge that apartheid was wrong, 
while still maintaining that their lifestyle was fine. Such idealized personal 
memories of the apartheid era mitigate the guilt for the crimes of apartheid. 
Lana Giliomee recalls:  

I grew up on a farm. I was one of the only whites. My dad worked at the 

farm but he was not the owner. When I grew up … for me there was no 

difference, we just … worked together. They were my friends. We played 

together, always. We are still equal. Even though it was tough, look, 

apartheid was really, really tough, the suppression and stuff. But it was never 

like it is today. My dad’s relationship with the black Xhosa workers was so 

good. He was like a headman for them. They came to him with their 

problems. So my upbringing has taught me: you are not different from one 

another. We have grown up like that. So that is how we educate our 

children: equal. We are all human. There are differences that make it difficult 

in life. And we basically feel now that … I feel suppressed because I don’t 

get the future that I always gave. ... When I just started working, the first 

black person also started. I took him by the arm. We worked together. We 

lived together. But today it feels like—in our time—you cannot do this 

anymore. 

Women like Giliomee portray the farm they grew up on as the exception to 
the apartheid rules. Although she acknowledges that apartheid was “tough” 
for blacks, the farm is a place where racial relationships were good. Giliomee 
connects this idealized past to her current equal racial relationships. But today 
she feels that her efforts to treat people equal are not even appreciated 
anymore. 

Finally, none of the women say they are ashamed of being an Afrikaner. 
They do not wrestle with this identity label. However, they aren’t able to 
shake it of its burdened past either. Rather, they choose to have it both ways: 
they recognize the wrongs of the past but still suggest that the system could 
have worked for everybody. Says Sarie Hugo: 

I am not ashamed to say I am an Afrikaner. I am not ashamed about the 

years of apartheid, although other people might not agree with me. I think it 

was a good thing. I do think they should get equal rights and it should have 

been done in another way. I think our world is big enough for all of us to 

have a place in it. Our most beautiful parts of Southern Africa belong to the 

blacks. Like Zimbabwe, that is a very beautiful country. I wonder why they 

cannot stay where they have to stay and we stay where we are. I think this 

works in foreign countries; they just do not say it. They just don’t use the 

word apartheid. So I am not ashamed for who or what I am; not ashamed 

for what the forefathers have done; and also not for what we may do in the 

future. I think Afrikaans is a beautiful language. I think in Afrikaans you can 

express your feelings more beautifully than in any other language. I know: 
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they say what they did was horrible. I don’t think so, but I must say I don’t 

know everything they did. I think it was not necessary to … kill blacks for 

no reason, because that is what happened. But I don’t think it was wrong to 

keep them in their place and to keep us in our place. I think this made our 

community safer. I think productivity wise this was better. I think whites can 

do the work much better than blacks. 

As Hugo shows, it is not that the women do not admit that apartheid was 
wrong or do not endorse equal rights. Their current struggle with racial 
integration and their devaluation in the racial hierarchy makes them long for a 
time when they were the dominant minority, and could determine the “place” 

of other races. 

9.4 MEN AT HOME AND WORK 

What do the men say about the boundary between home and work? In 
contrast to the women, some men do socialize with blacks outside of work. 
For instance, Schalkwyk regularly goes out to dinner and bars with his black 
colleagues. Nevertheless, he says that he does not have any huis vriende (house 
friends) that are other races—“No one even made it past my front door,” he 
says.  The men make a rigid separation between home and work—maybe 
even more rigid than the women. Afrikaans men feel that at work they have 

the duty to work together; they feel they have the freedom to choose at 
home. Johan Faurie says: 

At work, the pressure and stress has become bigger and bigger. That spills 

over to your home. Because you arrive at home and you are still angry. You 

are still stressed and you are so full of things. This has a negative impact on 

you as a human being. ... My home is always my place of relaxation. I have 

the feeling that if you go to your home, this calms you down again. Because 

at home I have my wife and my child, and my dogs; this is my house and 

everything is quiet. There is stress too, yes, this is natural, every house has 

stress, but this is stress that I can deal with. This is stress you can do 

something about. At work you cannot always do something about it. What 

would you do? You have to work. That is just how it is. You know that 

when you come home, you can close the door. There you can get rest and 

peace. 

Work and home are connected for Faurie, because he is the vessel of the 
(racial) conflicts at work. But the difference between home and work is the 
sense of control he feels at both places, over the people and events that cause 
stress. In the workplace, he does not feel he has power to influence events. 
And he feels he needs to be employed. However, he claims authority at 
home, and speaks in terms of ownership about his wife, child, and dog. He 
experiences agency at home, symbolized by the ability to create a physical 
boundary between the in- and outside. 
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Like the women, stress at work for the men is due to race. Racial 
relationships at work are experienced as stressful, and emotionally draining. 
Consequently, the home is presented as a zone that must be free of racialized 
stress, which means a place where a man does not worry about what he does 
or says. Naude says: 

At home there is nobody who frustrates and irritates me. I am between 

people of my culture and I can freely say what I am thinking. At work I 

always have to think about what I say. Will I say something that he might 

see as racist? Then I have a problem. ... There is a good saying: “You can 

throw crumbs to the birds, and the dove, the sparrow and the chaffinch will 

all eat together.” We all work together, but in the evening every person goes 

to his own home. Do you see what I mean? (...) If I am going home, I am 

with my wife and children. He doesn’t come over to relax at my house. He 

doesn’t sleep over. People of my culture come to me and people of his 

culture go to him. At work we are together, I mingle with him, I talk with 

him. I am not a racist, not at all. I hope you understand. But when I step 

outside, it is my people and my culture that matters to me. 

Naude stresses that he is not racist and attempts to prove it by saying how at 
work he mingles and talks with blacks. But obviously there is displacement of 
racism from the work floor to the home. Adjusting at work to the new 
situation is so stressful for the men that they declare the home forbidden 
territory for non-Afrikaners. Whether their wives agree with this is often 
unclear. All the men need is a justification, and here the echo of Afrikaners 
nationalism is evident: what matters to the men are the Afrikaner people, and 
the Afrikaner culture. 

9.5 CONCLUSION 

For lower-middle-class Afrikaans women, home is still a place of respite, 
away from the tensions at work and the complicated racial terrain they 
navigate on a daily basis. The women’s depiction of home as haven cannot be 
detached from their experience of racial relationships at work. The workplace, 
as we saw in chapters 6 and 7, has been racially integrated. Afrikaners have 
lost their dominance at work. The women no longer adhere to the ideology of 
white supremacy or believe in racism, but they struggle to adjust to the new 
racial landscape. They feel pressure to be sensitive and act accordingly, and 
this causes stress. They have to manage their emotions constantly, as a 
consequence of accepting the new social norms. However, at work, they do 
accept equality between the races. They make a strong symbolic separation 
between home and work. They compartmentalize their lives. At work, they 
accept cultural diversity and the need for adjustment. At home, they claim the 
space for their own culture in order to be stress-free. Their husbands 
sometimes demand non-whites to stay out of the house, which explains the 
women’s narrative tension in creating an artificial boundary between home 
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and work. Home is a place where women want to be free from the pressure 
to change. It is a place of relief and continuity—where they can be 
themselves. 

The women define and defend their home and sense of self in South 
African society in the face of the growing threat posed by their physical and 
social proximity to mainly black poverty. Especially during their commute, 
the women feel exposed to a city they have trouble reading. Although rising 
crime has affected their neighborhoods too, the effect of fear of crime on 
perceptions of public space and public safety are most pronounced. They 
experience the city’s chaos as encroaching upon them, which fills them with 

disgust—almost a physical repulsion. That is one reason why they draw strict 
symbolic boundaries between the different spaces they traverse. The women 
see and feel the city as descending into chaos, and fear they go along with it. 
Chaos takes a multitude of forms: crime, poverty, dirt, and filth; perception of 
disorder and decay that blend into fear of crime and the black masses. As a 
consequence, their acceptance of equal rights and cultural diversity at work 
has not translated into racial tolerance outside of it. Beyond work, fear and 
aversion of blacks still looms large. Afrikaner women seem to have only 
access to racial explanations for urban disorder. Their cultural toolkit does 
not include antineoliberal narratives, about investment in public space, but 
does include narratives that relate the city’s disorder to the end of racial 
segregation. Racial desegregation and the deterioration of the city, for them, 
have gone hand in hand. 

The women’s memories of apartheid are a mirror image of their current 
encounters with the city. They remember a past in which streets were safe, 
beautiful, and orderly. Their loss of feelings of safety and beauty is real, and 
they long for that time. To call this nostalgia would miss the point—the 
women draw a contrast between a specific set of issues in the past and the 
present, like security and aesthetic order. The women know that apartheid 
was wrong and benefitted them, although they rarely acknowledge guilt. They 
recognize the system was unfair, even though their private memories are 
sometimes idealized. They admit Afrikaners received benefits, but they want 
to remain proud of who they are. In sum, on specific issues they care deeply 
about, like order, safety, and well-maintained public facilities, apartheid just 
compares favorably in their eyes. The apartheid past, as a system, is not 
viewed through a hazy nostalgic prism, but seen through the specific, class-
colored lenses of lower-middle-class white Afrikaners. 

 



 

 



 

 

 

10. Guilt Behind the Gate 

10.1 THREE VIEWS OF GOLDEN SUN ESTATE  

Golden Sun is one of the oldest and most prestigious security estates in 
Pretoria. With more than 1,000 households and 6,000 inhabitants in 2010, it 
has become a small city by itself. Originally, the estate was built in 1990 at the 
eastern fringes of Pretoria as a lifestyle community around a golf course. 
Since then, however, it has expanded to more than triple its size. Over the last 
10 years, East Pretoria has experienced an explosion of urban development; 
the area has attracted more gated communities and commercial development. 
Today, Golden Sun is no longer an isolated security estate but part of a larger 
conglomerate of prestigious and less prestigious estates supported by 
shopping malls, fitness centers, schools, and (mega-) churches. It has been 
voted as the safest community in Pretoria, which is evident by the steady rise 
in real estate prices with no drop during the 2008-2009 economic crisis. This 
status is partly held up by an influx of international people, whose employers 
often demand gated housing for insurance reasons.1 The estate is no longer 

an isolated island but rather the prestigious center of a new urban edge city.  
Gated communities are organized around the “logic” of privatization, 

securitization, and anesthetization; a “logic” that has its own discourse. 
Before I analyze the women, a short overview of these three discourses.  

 
A  PRIVATE COM M UNITY  

Golden Sun is “governed” by the Home Owners Association (HOA), a 
section 21 company that functions as an intermediary between neighbors and 
the municipality. A legal firm provides great powers to an elected body.2 The 
HOA is led by board of trustees, five people who need to have property on 

the estate and who are voted in every two years. The HOA of the estate has 
increasingly taken over the tasks normally performed by the municipality and 
even the police. It operates its own security force, provides various urban 
services like road development and urban landscaping, and features different 
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amenities like a golf course, tennis courts, a club house, and an enclosed 
natural area. The estate is in continuous battle about service delivery with the 
municipality, a rural municipality of just 56.000 inhabitants in which the estate 
is administratively located. The HOA is pushing to be integrated within 
Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality, formerly known as Pretoria, which 
would allow them to set their own taxes and provide services. In essence, 
Golden Sun would become its own private city. 

The defining feature of living in an estate like Golden Sun is that it is a 
private community. The HOA runs its operation as a private enterprise with a 
corporate logic. Within this logic, racial incidents are depicted as a PR-

problem and residents will tell you that they run their own government. A 
woman says, “We bought a piece of exclusivity and security, and now we run 
and govern it.” But the major difference between a gated community and a 
nongated suburb is that a house in an estate is bought as a “package deal.” By 
buying into an estate, the homeowners obtain a “different way of living.” This 
is evident in the words of the general manager of HOA Golden Sun. He says: 

When people buy into an estate, they are given a sales pitch. They are sold a 

dream. It is something that we often look at or I certainly look at. What is it 

that attracts them to a place like Golden Sun? They want safety. This place is 

very much safer than outside the boundary walls of Golden Sun. The 

aesthetics … they want to be in an environment or an estate that has a good 

look and feel to it. It must look the part. They want the green areas. They 

want the kids to be able to run around and have a place to play. And then 

the estate harmony—the estate must work well. Things that should happen 

must happen. It must happen with the minimum of hassle. It must just be 

done in such a way that there is harmony on the estate. And that harmony 

could be peace and quiet, noise, that type of thing. People want to be able to 

sit at home and relax. Those three things together, I think, give people the 

majority of reasons to live in an estate. 

As the general manager describes, Golden Sun unites trends of security, 
aesthetics, and a renewed focus on community harmony. Of these three 
concerns, the dominant institutional logic that regulates everyday life in 
Golden Sun is that of security. Thus, not only do most residents say they 
have originally bought into the estate and estate living because of security 
reasons, the HOA also routinely legitimizes and justifies the regulation of 
social life in and outside the estate on the basis of concerns for security and 
the prevention of crime. 

 
A  SECURE COM M UNITY  

Because of the size of the estate, and the affluence of its inhabitants, Golden 
Sun has a relative large budget for security in comparison to other, smaller 
estates. The extensive apparatus is not only busy 24 hours protecting the 
estate from outsiders but, equally, it is active “in terms of looking, checking, 
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monitoring, and policing what is happening inside the estate,” as the general 
manager put it. The strict control of the inside of the estate is legitimized by 
security management citing research that would show that many crimes in 
estates are committed with help from the inside—that is, the people working 
inside the estate. The most important part of estate security is controlling the 
flow of traffic in and out of the estate grounds. At the gate, there is a strict 
separation between residents, and then nonresidents, visitors, workers and 
employees. In 2009, Golden Sun implemented a biometric fingerprinting 
system linked to a database of all inhabitants, workers, and company 
employees working on the estate. In 2010, visitors were also included in the 

database. The HOA is very proud of their security system. They describe it as 
“well-known” and “respected.” In 2009, the estate had 25 burglary incidents; 
all were solved and 54 people in total were arrested. As the vice president of 
the HOA put it, “Crime does not exist—that is the beauty of this place.” 

Although in principle everyone is subjected to security checks, 
nonresidents and particularly workers and employees are screened through a 
more extensive procedure, including an identity documentation check.3 There 
are also separate rules for employees living on the estate. Domestic workers 
are discouraged to live together with their families, or even invite them for 
visits. They must make an appointment if they want to receive visitors, while 
they are not allowed to provide access to the estate by themselves; their 
employers have to grant access to their visitors. Domestic workers, gardeners, 
and people working in the golf club have to wear a uniform while walking on 
the estate and wear a photo identification badge on their suit. The security 
regime has become stricter over time. When the houses of the different 
phases were being constructed, construction workers still enjoyed a rest on 
the golf course. Today, workers are no longer allowed to leave the building 
site. Since 2008, the estate has arranged special transport for domestics, so 
they no longer walk on the estate. 

Security is achieved at a high price when it comes to the mostly black 
workers that support the luxurious, secure and ordered existence of Golden 
Sun residents. Most domestic workers experience living in Golden Sun as 
extremely restricted. As a domestic says: 

In the community of Golden Sun, everything is strict. It is not easy like the 

townships, which is your place. No one is going to control you there. But in 

Golden Sun, they can say to you, “You mustn’t do this, you mustn’t do that. 

... You mustn’t drive the golf car if you don’t have a license.” That is what I 

don’t like. You can’t bring a lot of people to come to visit you without 

contacting other people. You are allowed no more than three or four visitors 

at a time. You can’t come here and ask, “Can I go to …” They say no. Only 

one or two is OK. Or you have to come with a car. 

Life in Golden Sun for domestics is extremely restricted. They are controlled 
in their movement and social life, much more than outside the estate. Very 
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few domestics own a car, which would allow them to bring in more than one 
or two guests at the same time. 

The chairman of the HOA argues that Golden Sun respects the rights of 
people “like any other company.” Screening measures for “undesirables” are 
legitimized because it is all “for the greater good” and it would make the 
community a “safer place for everybody.” However, this “everybody” refers 
only to the inhabitants and owners of a home in the estate. Inside Golden 
Sun, all movements by people apart from residents are seen as a possible risk 
to security. The general manager says: 

You must understand: the more people walking around, the higher the risk 

profile becomes. ... And that is an ongoing challenge because it is a big 

estate. We try, where possible, to reduce the number of people walking 

around, because it becomes a risk issue. Especially like domestics, friends of 

domestics, etcetera. We just put procedures in place now that they cannot 

walk on the estate. They got to be fetched by the homeowner and taken 

back by the homeowner, because they don’t live on the estate. Once they are 

in the gate they can be anywhere. At the end of the day we are not prepared 

to compromise security for something that might be a relatively small item, 

which it is when you look at it in absolute isolation. 

In the eyes of the general manager, all activities of nonresidents are viewed in 

terms of “risk profiles” and “security concerns.” People who walk around in 
this discourse become a “risk issue.” By this logic, all social relationships are 
viewed through the lens of risk and security, and the possible repercussions 
for nonhabitants are either downplayed or denied. 

 
AN AESTH ETIC  COM M UNITY  

If the security apparatus is the backbone of estate living, its public face is its 
aesthetic appearance. As with security, strict regulations should assure the 
estate exudes aesthetic beauty, community order, and control over the private 
estate spaces—rules that are regulated by the aesthetic committee.4 The 
committee’s work exists in the maintenance of the green areas and parks in 
Golden Sun and assuring its aesthetic appearance.5 The committee is led by 
the omgewing trustee, or environment trustee of the HOA. The trustee says 
that the aesthetic appearance of the community symbolizes the care people 
take in their surroundings. She says: 

You see, in an estate it is very much about whether we care. We care about 

Golden Sun right up ‘til the gates. We don’t worry too much about what is 

going on outside. But we fix our own roads, all those years, even though this 

isn’t our job. Because in the rules it says that every owner has to look after 

the roads. And this is where I say we have the psychological network in 

place to keep the roads clean, because it is for the whole of Golden Sun. 

People are part of their environment. ... To make sure the environment 

looks—how should I call it—friendly, we do all these physical things to the 
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houses, streets and the surroundings, because there is a psychological 

surrounding too, namely the feeling you get when you come inside. The 

people inside Golden Sun create the social surrounding themselves in which 

they interact. And from the beginning they have made an effort to say that 

people are important. ... This makes Golden Sun a very nice estate for 

everybody. 

Estate living, for the trustee, is about “whether you care.” It is important for 
her that residents care about Golden Sun “right up ‘til the gates.” The 
concern for your surroundings and the community is turned inwards. She 
acknowledges residents don’t worry too much about what is “going on 

outside.” It is here where the trustee also links aesthetics to community order 
and security. She is a firm believer of the idea that physical surroundings 
influence behavior. For her, the aesthetic appearance is almost a stand-in for 
community harmony. Moreover, the estate rules make people control each 
other. To a point where, she says, the rules encourage people to get 
“annoyed” with their neighbor so they take action. In the end, she assures, it 
is all about that you care about Golden Sun. 

10.2 IDENTITY TALK  

The women living in Golden Sun are very positive about the community, not 

only because of security but also from a social, aesthetic, and moral point of 
view. Socially, the estate is seen as a community with a great “family feeling.” 
Golden Sun is depicted as a “klein boer se gemeenskap,” or “small farmers’ 
village,” where everybody lives together and “in harmony.” Lucinda Williams 
is one of the Afrikaans women who describe Golden Sun as a community 
where “everybody knows everybody” and describes the community feeling as 
just “incredible.” She says: 

Here, from the beginning, it was a great community. From the beginning I 

said: there is no other place I want to stay. This is genuinely a great place to 

stay. I remember that in that time my neighbor came over and invited me to 

join the bible study group. And the next week I did join the group and met 

other women. And so I learned to get to know the community. So a person 

got to know very quickly everybody in the vicinity. 

Lucinda Williams is one of the people who moved to Golden Sun when it 
was still being developed, a group that specifically mentions the small but 
close-knit community in the estate. Such a description is partly rooted in the 
estate’s small setup and consequent extensions, but also relates to the large 
number of Afrikaners living in the estate. Her positive assessment of 
community life is very common among Afrikaans women; they all feel 
Golden Sun is much like the old, small Afrikaans community. The women say 
they mostly socialize with Afrikaans people, who they know through the 
different clubs, the schools, or the church, most of whom are also only in 
Afrikaans. 
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Aesthetically, the women describe the community as having a 
“countryside feel”; they say the estate feels like you live “outside of the city.” 
The estate has a very “nice and warm” atmosphere and is “a little like 
paradise.” Although they describe it as cozy, they praise the sense of space 
inside the estate. They feel a lot of “freedom of movement.” Golden Sun has 
a lot of open space that gives an “open feel” to the estate, because there are 
no walls or fences. The estate is appreciated for the open plots and that 
people don’t have fences around their house. The golf course gives a sense of 
open space and you can walk around it in the evening. Most importantly, they 
feel the estate exudes a sense of order and beauty. The women say they love 

the organized, clean, and orderly way the estate functions, and how beautiful 
everything looks. 

There is also a moral undertone to the community narrative of the 
women. They describe a community where “everybody knows everybody” 
and “nobody locks the door”; a place where “kids can play in the streets.” In 
Golden Sun, the women say, people still have “respect for each other” and 
“care about each other”; a place of “dignity” and “respect.” They say that 
neighbors “show up in the middle of the night” if your child is sick and 
people “greet each other” or, as one woman said, “you can borrow some 
sugar or walk over and drink a glass of wine.” In other words, as one woman 
said, “an ideal place to live.” 

The romantic image of the community finds its mirror image in negative 
depictions of the world outside Golden Sun. The world outside the estate is 
described as “chaotic,” “dangerous” and “wild.” Indeed, much of the positive 
social, aesthetic, and moral community discourse can be read as a positive 
mirror image of the view many women have of post-apartheid South Africa; 
its community versus anomie; beauty versus ugliness; order versus chaos; and 
safety versus danger. Ingrid Le Roux, the environment trustee, says: 

If I come in at the gate I open my window because it feels good. I can drive 

with my windows open because the Golden Sun environment feels safer for 

me than outside the gate. When I come in, the people of Golden Sun will 

open the gate, and you don’t have to close your car anymore. But if you 

drive out of the gate, you close your car and you close all your windows. 

Like it is a war outside, that is how you drive out. But inside you feel safe. 

As Le Roux makes evident, the outside the estate is more and more seen as a 
“war zone” in comparison with the “people environment” of inside the 
estate.  

While the identity of the community is negatively related to the outside 
world, it is positively related to their youth during apartheid. The estate is 
compared to growing up in the countryside where you could simply walk over 
to a neighbor. Most women and men describe their feelings in relation to 
their experiences growing up during apartheid. They say they want to “give 
their children the same experience” as they had. Although such things are 



GUILT BEHIND THE GATE : 163 

 

 

often said in direct reference to the safety inside the gate, it does allow for a 
positive allusion to the apartheid past. It establishes continuity with the past 
where most experience a rupture in other areas in life. Indeed, to such an 
extend that one man could say that the community of Golden Sun is like “the 
old Afrikaner culture.” Talk of “a small farmer village” thus has a distinct 
cultural nostalgic air and suggests the descriptions of Golden Sun by the 
Afrikaner women are cultural specific. 

The positive references to apartheid’s past and the residents’ focus on the 
quality of life foregoes talk of ownership and lifestyle as the dominant 
vocabulary of community life. This becomes evident if a black woman 

expresses what attracts her to living in Golden Sun. She is equally attached to 
Golden Sun and appreciative of the “community feeling.” But she voices her 
community vision in a distinctly different language. Gigi Nkruma says: 

I like the lifestyle. I would not want to live anywhere else. I feel comfortable. 

I am happy around the area. And I feel like a part owner of it. When I am 

sitting at the club and looking at the view, I love it. Feels to me like I am 

part of everything ... I for instance feel that the club is for the people who 

live in the club. That is the kind of feeling I have. When I am driving inside I 

feel pride ... like I am now at home ... I think it is because I love the place. 

Here you feel like you own part of the golf course. You can go there 

anytime. ... I love that it’s quiet, safe, beautiful, and lovely. I love the 

gardens. 

Nkruma talks of “ownership” and “lifestyle” in relationship to the 
community. Note how the idea of “owning the place” for her contributes to 
her feeling of pride and being at home and comfortable. She also likes the 
community feel of the estate and its aesthetics. But she does not refer back to 
an idealistic past, which for her is nonexistent. Instead, she frames her 
feelings about home and belonging in a language of lifestyle and ownership. 

And yet as much as the community is depicted in these idealistic terms, 
there are also concerns over the fact that there is something surreal about 
living in an estate. The women will speak of Golden Sun as an “island” or a 
“holiday resort” and that they live like “an ostrich with its head in the sand.” 
They have the feeling that the estate is not like the “real world” and it’s just 
“too idealistic.” This uncanny feeling most of all has to do with the gap the 
women experience between the inside and the outside world; a gap they have 
to bridge on a daily basis. The feeling of security inside the estate and the 
feelings of insecurity outside of it are a constant source of tension. The 
women wrestle with what should be seen as normal: the perceived violence 
outside the estate or the artificial peacefulness inside? 

The contrast between the outside and inside world is first of all marked 
by the difference between cleanliness and dirt. Outside the estate, the city for 
these women is experienced as “dirty,” “uncared for,” and “chaotic.” Inside, 
things are perceived as “beautiful,” “well-taken care of,” and “clean.” This is 
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contributed to the fact that Golden Sun has rules, and rules that are actually 
enforced. But the tension is even more produced by the heavy security 
measures: the fences around the estate and the continuous patrols that assure 
a strict separation between inside and outside the community. They produce a 
different habitué for people; a reality difference that is experienced as two 
different worlds: One world in which they have to be constantly aware and 
on the lookout—a world where they feel “unsafe,” “tense,” “worried,” and 
“stressed.” Inside, there is another world in which they feel “safe,” “free,” 
“relaxed,” and “unencumbered”—a world in which they can “breathe life.” 
Many women emphasize the feeling of freedom and carelessness they have 

when the drive into the estate. Outside the estate, they say, they live in a 
permanent “psychosomatic stress” condition. If they get into their car and 
drive outside, they feel constantly scared, haunted, and nervous. They feel 
their “life is threatened.” Most women are aware that this situation is not 
normal and struggle to make sense of it. Hannie Smith says: 

Golden Sun is Lala Land. It is a Zulu expression which means to sleep. 

Staying in Golden Sun feels unreal; it feels unreal because it is not really how 

it is in South Africa. That we don’t have a fence, that we don’t close the 

door, and that the children still ride their bikes in the streets. Nobody steals 

his bike. Nobody jabs him with a knife because of his cell phone. The rest of 

South Africa is like Johannesburg. Golden Sun is like how reality should be. 

The rest of South Africa is unnatural but Golden Sun is not like it is outside. 

We have a bubble, we stay in a bubble. We think it is very safe inside here. 

Smith obviously sees Golden Sun as an abnormal place and that is why, like 
many women, she describes the feeling of living in Golden Sun like living in a 
“holiday resort.” They feel this abnormal situation is a loss, for her and for 
the country. At the same time, Smith does claim the safety of the estate as the 
new normal. And yet the necessity of security is used as a legitimization for 
living in her bubble. Golden Sun is said to be the “real” normal, where the 
crime outside has reached “abnormal” levels. Various women said that only 
after moving into the estate did they realize how safe life inside could be, and 
how unsafe the world outside is. Getting used to safety makes the outside 
world subjectively more unsafe. 

10.3 RACE TALK 

Many women also expressed positive sentiments about race relations in the 
estate, and the possibility for gated communities to reinstall hope for a 
diverse society.6 Karin Jacobus says: 

This is for me the closest thing a person can get to an ideal place to live. 

This is beautiful and peaceful. This is safe. This gives one a feeling of 

contentment. For me, here, it feels as if all kinds of different people are 

together. Not just black but also Indians from Asia. Here, all the people who 
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represent South Africa are together. And because there is respect for each 

other, this works well. 

Jacobus obviously derives a positive sense of moral community from the 
estate. Not only is the estate beautiful and peaceful to her, she also trumpets 
the diversity of people the estate harbors. For her, the estate represents the 
closest thing to an ideal South African community. Most women say that 
there is nothing wrong with the blacks living on the estate. The expression 
“there is nothing wrong with them” functions as a stamp of approval, 
although many note that many blacks on the estate keep to themselves. 
Jacobus continued: 

Race relations are great. They are completely normal. I don’t think there is a 

problem there. The type of people that live around here, they all have a 

certain standard. To live in the estate, you need to be able to maintain a 

certain standard. So I think it does not matter what class you are or what 

color you are. So black … for me, this is normal. It does not bug me. It is 

actually amazing to see how much money some blacks have. They have a lot 

of money. They are, I think, the richest in the estate. I think these are people 

who have the most status. For me, it is like the whites have gone through 

this whole development cycle. First, they wanted to be rich, they wanted to 

earn a lot and prove they have money, and now the circle is half completed. 

Now, it is just: “I want to live and live nicely.” But I think blacks are still 

under pressure to first say: “You know I want money.” I just want to point 

out they don’t feel they have the choice to say: “I want to stay here because 

it is nice.” It is still about status. 

Jacobus is not a racist. She says that her daughter even has a black boyfriend 
and has no problems with blacks living in Golden Sun. She tries to speak 
positively of blacks who live inside the estate. They have “a certain standard” 
and in general are perceived as “very nice.” Other women call them 
“cultivated” or “educated.” To Jacobus, it is encouraging to see how far some 

blacks have come and how much money they are able to earn. Nevertheless, 
Jacobus naturalizes for whites “to live nicely” in Golden Sun, as convenient 
and enjoyable. Instead, for blacks it is portrayed as a status investment.  

Most women moved to the estate for security reasons. They felt there was 
a rapid increase in crime after 2000. Many experienced incidents firsthand, 
had family or friends experience a burglary or assault, and there even was a 
case of car-jacking. They stories they tell of crime and assaults are numerous 
and disturbing. Antjie Kruger says: 

We moved here for security. They burgled my best friend’s house three 

weeks ago and she does not live in a security complex. But they were tight 

up, in bed, asleep at 3 in the morning. We stopped our car at a traffic light 

and then somebody smashed the window while the children were in the car. 

That wasn’t good. My son Sander’s first words were “man hits.” He was 

only 12 months old when he said “man” and then he said “man hits window 
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broken.” Ach ... I could tell you many atrocious stories. And these are 

violent people. It is the violence that accompanies the crimes, which is really 

bad. 

Kruger’s firsthand experience with crime is disturbing. It is absurd to dismiss 
such stories as “crime talk,” or suggest they are just that, talk, or fabrications. 
Nevertheless, such talk can increase the fear of crime and there is little 
evidence that living in the estate decreases such fears. The opposite could 
equally be true. For most women who work outside the estate, the transition 
from work to home, the few hours they spend each day outside of the gates 
at a shopping center, have become a source of worry and anxiety. But what 

are the consequences of this fear or crime? And how does it influence life 
inside the estate? 

This becomes evident when residents talk about the workers who are 
employed on the estate. Talk about the (black) construction workers, the 
gardeners, the house maids, and the many other servants is always 
accompanied by concerns about crime and security. When Hannelie Toonder 
talks about the working conditions of the gardener, she says: 

There is a good check-up and I am really quick to call security. So, any 

person has to keep their eyes open but they are checked really good so I am 

really not scared. Of course there will be times that you see a taxi driving 

and then I call security and then they immediately react. ... Security is always 

a point of concern. I think if a person does not call them, they don’t know 

what bothers us. So you have to call for even small things, because often 

small things can become big things. 

Toonder’s first worry is safety whenever she talks about the workers in the 
estate, and security concerns take precedence over everything else. Toonder 
even expresses the idea that if you do not stay vigilant, the security will 
weaken. Living in the estate only increases concerns for security: the possible 
unreliability of workers poses a constant threat to their care and crime-free 

world. 
Fear of crime and fear of blacks have become so intimately linked for the 

women at the estate that they have almost become synonymous. And yet, for 
the security estate to operate as a privileged fantasy world, white residents still 
have to rely on the black workers. This produces a constant tension for the 
women; as residents, they feel a need to prove they are not racists. Cornelia 
Matthews says: 

If I drive into the gate, this is a feeling of upliftment. You come in; it is like 

you are at the front door of your house. It is the same feeling. It is not that 

you feel bad on the other side of the door. But I have to say, yes, I love 

South Africa. I am friends with every newspaperman from whom I buy the 

paper. What I want to say is, I know there are people who don’t even open 

their window to talk to someone, but I do. I talk to them, and for me this is 

a feeling of … this is a thing I have to do. They say a person has six senses 
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in South Africa, you have one more. A person develops a feeling of what is 

safe and what is unsafe. ... In Golden Sun, my bag can lie anywhere. This 

does not matter. But you don’t do this in South Africa. You don’t do that. 

You don’t carry around this big jewelry when you walk in the middle of 

town. This is just how it is. 

Golden Sun makes Matthews obviously feel good. As she puts it, it has 
become synonymous with home. But she emphasizes that this does not mean 
that she does not feel good outside of the estate or that she would be too 
scared of crime to have interracial interactions. She emphasizes that she talks 
to black workers as if to show she is not scared of them because of crime. 
Indeed, she works hard to disentangle the fear of crime from race. But as her 
lament about South Africa makes clear, such posturing seems hardly to lessen 
the anxiety routinely experienced outside the gate. And if the promise of 
good race relations in post-apartheid has narrowed to being friendly to a 
black servant, little progress has been made. 

  

10.4 CULTURE TALK  

The women have created a comfortable life in the security estate but the 
burden of the past and their troubled Afrikaner identity continue to haunt 
them. Not in the last place because they experience their future on the 
continent as unsure. The safe world they live in, and their socio-economic 
prosperity, hardly calms their anxieties about the future. But these angsts are 
not predominantly about crime or race. Rather, a heightened awareness of the 
artificial isolation of the realities of post-apartheid South Africa, fed by guilt 
and uneasiness about their privilege, creates instability in their meaning-
making process. Do they live in the ideal post-apartheid world or have they 
locked themselves up voluntarily? The women are not sure. 

 
APARTHEID AND BEIN G AFRIKAANS  

There is a wide gap between women’s perceptions of apartheid as a 
recognized crime against humanity, and their personal memories of family life 
in those days. The women readily admit that apartheid was a “wrong system” 
and that it was “not right.” They recall how the police preserved the evening 
curfew and regularly used violence against black “offenders,” including their 
own maids. Many recount the inequality of race relations in the past and recall 
situations where they felt the racial divide: the different rules for black 
servants in the house and the incidental violations of those rules. Antjie 
Kruger says: 

I was a young child. So what was very funny for me was that this went 

totally against your being human that people were treated totally different. I 

grew up in a house where my dad said: “They and everybody ... everybody is 

the same.” And then you arrive at a garage and then there are restrooms just 

for black people, and there are restrooms just for whites. Or you arrive at a 
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restaurant and you are not at all allowed to eat together ... to eat with a black 

person at the same table in the restaurant. This was very wrong to me. What 

was bad is that the church supported this and in sermons (apartheid) was 

legitimized. ... They said you would fight for your country and we were fired 

up. I compare this to Hitler. You were really in their hands. 

Kruger recalls the inconsistencies between her father’s words and the reality 
of South Africa during apartheid. In this way, the apartheid past for women 
like Kruger is not as inaccessible as it is for the men of chapter 6. They admit 
it was wrong. 

But this does not mean the women hold themselves accountable for the 
crimes of the past. Apartheid, the women say, was not their responsibility. 
Like Kruger, they give excuses. They say they always knew it was wrong. Or 
they explain what happened in other ways. Kruger argues that all people were 
obedient followers who were misled. They say they were “only young” during 
apartheid. That is a striking argument as many women were over 20 years of 
age during the release of Nelson Mandela in 1990. They further claim to carry 
no responsibility because they “did not know” and “did not vote” and are not 
responsible for “what their parents or grandparents did.” Some say they never 
had the “time to think” and “never liked politics.” 

Moreover, their representation of family life during apartheid often stands 
in stark contrast from a system they depict as wrong. Their recollections of 
apartheid are defined by the good situation in their parents’ home. The old 
plaas, or farm, is idealized for its harmonious racial relations and the general 
benevolence of their parents toward blacks. Whether their families were 
conservative, liberal, or somewhere in between, the women argue that their 
parents were ordentlik, or decent people and not racists; that they treated their 
black servants “good” and “with respect” and that they often “bended 
backwards” to assist them. Hannie Smith says: 

We were very liberal. So, my father worked together with blacks and they 

came over to our house to relax and drink coffee out of the same cup, which 

was strange at the time. Most blacks had their own cup. I grew up learning 

to respect them and that they were part of our life. My father was in the 

National Party a little and at school I represented the Democratic Party. So 

no…we did not...We treated the house servant with respect and she was not 

a rag to mop the floor. We have never been anti-black but I have to say, I 

don’t like those who murder and that kind of thing.  

Smith stresses that her parents were liberals but at the same time her father 
was an active member of the National Party politics. The inclusion of the 
word “little” downplays her father’s political activities and his complicity in 
the system. The past is acknowledged in the same breath as it is excused. The 
private memory of home is placed outside the public history of apartheid. 
More problematically, Smith uses her idealized past self to justify anti-black 
prejudices today.  
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This is a common pattern among the women—they root their criticism of 
the post-apartheid situation in their idealized notions of the past. This has a 
double function: the positive descriptions of the past make the women, and 
Afrikaners more broadly, appear less racist, while continuous prejudices today 
are justified by the past. Antjie Kruger continued: 

There was not a problem with security. We grew up in streets where we 

would ride around with our bikes. Even as small girls, we rode alone to the 

cafés. I will never allow this for my son, who is still little ... from this 

perspective we as kids grew up in a free society—this is how I experienced 

it. 

Even though Kruger recognizes the crimes of apartheid, she still dares to 
label the apartheid period in which she grew up as a “free society.” Whether 
the disillusionment about the present is projected back into the past (“we 
could still play in the streets”), or whether the past was indeed better for these 
women is hard to say. It is the ambivalence toward the past and the present 
that stands out. A woman was quoted saying: “After 1994, many things 
became worse but some things better.” 

The ambivalent attitude of the women toward apartheid is contrasted by 
their firm assertion of an Afrikaner identity. Often, the women use the 
cultural language of Afrikaner nationalism to instill a sense of cultural pride in 
the next generation. They say they still feel proud as Afrikaans and that 
Afrikaners are a “strong nation” and a “social nation.” Alida Vosloo says: 

The fact that I am an Afrikaner, I was never ashamed about. I teach my 

children not to be ashamed or to ask forgiveness for this. I am very proud 

we are Afrikaans and that I speak Afrikaans. I love my language and I love 

books in Afrikaans. ... I don’t think you should be disproportionally proud 

but a human being should not be ashamed of where he is coming from. My 

father always said, “If you don’t know where you are coming from you also 

don’t know where you are going to.” You have to know where you are 

coming from. You have to be comfortable with it. ... You should not be 

culturally confused and you should not try to be anything you are not. If you 

are used to being Afrikaans, and have love for Afrikaner things and you are 

proud to be Afrikaans, you should not be ashamed about it. Because then 

later you are nothing and you don’t know where you fit in. 

The echoes of Afrikaner Nationalism and its essentialists’ definitions of 
identity are evident in Vosloo’s talk. She argues that her children should stay 
“true” to themselves, assertions that betray her fears that a more critical 
stance toward her ethnic background leads to cultural disorientation. The 
authority of the father is invoked to assert the norm. The language of 

Afrikaner nationalism pervades her ideas about self-regard, language, and 
belonging in South Africa. It is a language that prevents the women to be 
more introspective about the past and their ethnic identity: either you are an 
Afrikaner or you are nothing. 
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BEING PRIVILEGED  

The experience of living in a gated community, its safety and its amenities, 
gives the women a feeling of privilege; they are aware they have opportunities 
and resources, unlike the majority of people in South Africa. But they are also 
troubled by it—can such a secluded lifestyle be reconciled with a 
commitment to the post-apartheid South Africa dispensation? Here, the 
perception of outsiders also plays a role. Marilee Du Plesis says: 

I am one of the chosen ones, who choose to live outside of crime. But I do 

not what to be seen as such and I hope this is not the case. That I am now 

sitting on an island “where the moon shines and everything is colored pink,” 

while outside, if you leave the gates, then you will endure ... I try to fight that 

impression by continuing to invite people to this place, that they can come 

and relax, and see that this is not really an isolated island. This is just a 

neighborhood, yes, it basically is … If I think about my work and people 

there who first thought, “Wow! Golden Sun” … and now that they have 

been here, I hope they see it as a place where they like to come and stay. 

They will see we have great lawns here. There is a place for the children to 

play. It is like a holiday resort in many ways. This is not just a nice place to 

stay; that is not what bugs me. I just don’t want people to think I stay here 

to escape the crime, because that was not my reason. That was just a bonus I 

got when I moved here. So I don’t want to be seen as someone, you know, 

who is not committed to solving the problems of the country because I stay 

here. And I think the other way people can do that is to live your life in a 

certain way and how you deal with other people, and in that way point to 

your commitment. I don’t think it is necessary for me to stay in a township 

to show that I care for those people. 

The privilege of separation from the rest of the city makes Du Plesis uneasy. 
The neatly organized world of Golden Sun makes her feel guilty toward 
colleagues, friends, and family. She feels others might perceive her not only as 

privileged but as indifferent to the rest of the country. She works hard to 
present Golden Sun as a “normal” neighborhood and their way of life as not 
too far removed from the everyday concerns about crime of the average 
South African. Part of this work also entails embracing the fact that South 
Africa has changed. 

Indeed, as much as the women complain about crime, they are adamant 
they have embraced the new South Africa, and have no trouble with the 
changes in the country. Ingrid Le Roux says: 

Maybe I am a person who can easily adapt or something like that. I think 

that is why all the changes in South Africa do not bother me. I would say ... 

the moment something would happen to my children—securitywise—then I 

might think differently. I accept Afrikaans has become a private language, 

because there are 11 languages in this country. Not all of them can be the 

main language. So I think Afrikaans is limited to your house, your family, 
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and the social occasions you have with other Afrikaners. I just don’t feel that 

I have to speak Afrikaans ... I know of older people, if they go to a store 

they want to speak Afrikaans. I just said to someone the other day: then you 

have to speak Xhosa with the Xhosa too or Sotho with the Sotho people. 

And I can’t. So English is the only language you can speak with everybody. 

And you know my Afrikanerness was never for me … This is more about 

being South African. The fact that I am a South African is for me much 

more important. 

As Le Roux shows, the women argue they have adjusted and accepted the 
loss when it comes to the Afrikaans language. Furthermore, they argue that 
their Afrikaner identity can coexist with their national identity. If there is an 
issue, as Le Roux demonstrates, it is security. 

 
BELONGING AND THE FUTURE  

Initially, the gated community provides a safe haven for the women when it 
comes to belonging. The women feel that neither their ethnic identity nor 
their sense of belonging is fundamentally threatened at the moment. 
Nevertheless, this does not mean they do not consider emigration. Being part 
of a community that has the means and connections to emigrate makes it 
always a possibility. Belonging and emigration are not closely connected for 

the women, since they are different topics. Belonging is related to their sense 
of rootedness in the country. As Alida Vosloo says: 

I am here, my family and my extended family is here. All generations are 

here. We are very Afrikaans, both my husband and I are Afrikaans, and on 

both sides all grandparents are Afrikaans. So I feel very at home here. This is 

my country, my language, my people. No, I don’t feel I am not at home, like 

a stranger in my own country. ... No, really I will never feel alienated in my 

country.  

Belonging in this way is not at stake for the women. Although Vosloo does 
not articulate it as such, the strict organization and regulation of social life 
within the gates assures that they are not exposed to a social and racial reality 
that has radically changed, and often disapproves of their Afrikaner identities, 
language, and cultural ideas. They can still say they belong. But the upper-
class women often have the education, professions, and economic resources 
that make emigration at least feasible. Alida Vosloo and her husband are very 
well-to-do, as a doctor, she works in a private clinic. She says: 

I think all of us who all stay in this country, have to think about it at a 

certain point, whether you have to go or not. There are so many of my 

colleagues who went. I think it is a bad profession to be in, the medical 

profession. Because there are so many people who leave. ... There is not an 

evening you spend with friends where you don’t talk about it. If you have a 

good time with friends, it always comes up. Even if you talk about why you 

would stay and why it is so good here, the subject always comes up, the 
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subject of crime, and whether you should go or whether you should stay. 

And friends who are already overseas, you talk about how they are doing 

and how it is. They tell you, “Come visit us, please come,” because they 

want their friends over there too. This topic is always discussed. ... But my 

husband and I decided to stay. We were open to the possibility. We went 

through all the steps it would take, we really considered it, whether we had 

to emigrate. But we finally decided we should stay. No, it isn’t like the 

situation in the medical profession forces you to go, but you don’t make 

progress and you are really unhappy about the direction things are going. 

To Vosloo, the possibility of emigration is a continuous concern if not a 

temptation. It is crime and the uncertainty of the future that makes 
emigration a possibility, but it is the potential to actually make it happen that 
makes it a continuous topic of conversation. Their sense of belonging has 
little to do with it. Families like Vosloo’s, who are well-educated and well-to-
do, and who have ex-colleagues oversees, are constantly confronted with the 
possibility and the choice. Hence, “staying” in South Africa becomes a 
choice—an active commitment to the country. It is no longer a given. And 
because it a choice, it demands the management of any anxieties about the 
future. Vosloo continues: 

You should not focus too much on the negative side … we are going to 

make the best of it. If the children one day want to go, they should. But we 

won’t go. But I am really worried about the future and about the 

government. ... I think this is a new era of, you know, the new government 

has to take responsibility for how the country is doing. This isn’t just 

apartheid’s fault any more. This is a responsibility of everyone for the 

empowerment and improvement of people. So I think this makes things 

easier. It isn’t this incredible guilty feeling of how could we do this, how 

could we close our eyes. This is now a shared responsibility to do 

something. This makes it a lot better and easier. 

Vosloo’s worries about the direction of the country are obvious, but it is 
almost as if she suggests she no longer feels guilty and that the new “shared 
responsibility” relieves the burden. But, her worries are hardly relieved. 

Others also try to emphasize positive things, like the economic 
opportunities, but the creeping anxiety about the future constantly emerges in 
their talk. Kruger continued: 

In many ways, a person is positive. There are a great many possibilities … 

even with the black economic empowerment there are still tremendous 

possibilities. And what is bad is the brain drain. South Africa loses so many 

people. If I think about the people who studied with me, our circle of 

friends, 75 percent have left the country. But this opens up possibilities for 

the rest of the people. ... In general I feel negative. But you stubbornly focus 

on what you can manage. You stay at one place and limit your risks. You 

stay at a place where you have a certain level of security. You drive out as 

little as possible. You create for yourself a little island and you live on it. And 
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you try as much as possible to convince your parents to also live on the 

island. My parents now live in Germiston, and the whole place is surrounded 

by townships. So this is a threat. You school your children at home to stay 

positive. And you try to keep as much money as possible in foreign 

countries and your safe ... and yet your family is here, your land is here, your 

roots are here. I don’t see myself as a European even though we share our 

white skin with them. I was born here. My lineage is born here. My mother 

has Dutch roots. We’ve been here for more than 100 years. I see South 

Africa as my country and I don’t want to stay at another place. You would 

versaak, or forsake, your language. Then I’d rather live feeling like an ostrich. 

You feel scared and there are many doors that are being closed. I know that 

in England they changed the law and this makes you a little scared because 

just now the “pawpaw slaan die fan,” or the “shit will hit the fan” and then 

what? ... You never know how safe your little island really is. Because if they 

start to talk about property rights, this is a basic right, if they talk about 

dispossession of the farms and such, now, what would stop them to dispose 

of our houses? This is about basic property rights. This makes you scared, 

and this makes you worried. And Mandela is old; he doesn’t have that much 

influence on the other guys. 

In her talk, Kruger works tirelessly to manage her anxiety about the future. 
She stresses the economic opportunities, the need to stay positive, the safety 
on their “island,” and the many precautions she and her husband have made. 
She emphasizes that she belongs in South Africa. And yet the fear emerges 
that one day it will all be over and nothing will save them. 

10.5 CONCLUSION 

Golden Sun is at the forefront of new urban developments in post-apartheid 
South Africa that are driven by the entangled logic of privatization, 
securitization, and aestheticization—neoliberal developments that stand in 
tension to South Africa’s newly found constitutional values of democracy and 

social justice. Golden Sun was built as a lifestyle community with extra 
services, but has turned into an exclusive private security estate. The 
institutional logic of the estate transforms social life in and outside the estate. 
Today, fear of crime is of primary motivation and concern for the women 
living there. Because the drive for security is self-perpetuating, its logic calls 
for ever-stricter and tighter control, which tends to trump other concerns. 
The security discourse overrides issues of democracy, citizenship, and the 
public provision of urban services, in part because it effectively reformulates 
them. As the security logic reaches deeper inside the lives and thinking of the 
estate’s inhabitants, the consequences for the estate’s employees and the 
surrounding area disappear out of sight. Issues of freedom of movement and 
the deep reach of private security corporations in public life are ignored. 
However, as securitization transforms social life in and outside of the estate, 
it does not dominate the women’s talk.  
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Ironically, the women depict the Golden Sun community not just as a 
place free of fear, but in terms of a moral community. They take pride in their 
estate because they see it as an “ideal” community. The estate represents for 
the women a new sense of moral order. A spotless, beautiful estate, ordered 
by highly uniformed, aesthetic standards, symbolizing to them stability and 
moral decency. The aesthetic appearance of the estate gives them positive, 
hopeful feelings that the dream of a multicultural South Africa is possible. 
The aesthetic discourse allows for the effective mixing of concerns about 
community and security and ideals of aesthetic order and belonging. 
However, it obscures issues of policing, freedom of movement, and public 

access. The pleasing aesthetic at once obscures the penetration of the security 
apparatus in social life and mutes residents’ worries about order and chaos 
outside the estate. The discourse of security and aesthetics actively reinforce 
each other, and together replace older racist discourses. Pride in aesthetic 
beauty of the estate provides a positive and morally neutral antidote to the 
fear-driven security discourse. Ultimately, what makes the aesthetic discourse 
more effective and influential is that it is driven by care for the moral 
community and its environment, while also naturalizing privatization claims 
and exclusion of outsiders. 

The women of Golden Sun are invested in a place and identity in South 
African society in the face of the growing threat to their way of life and 
achievements posed by their physical and social proximity to crime and 
poverty. The orderly image of their community is fragile; they know they live 
in a bubble. In the women’s worldview, the chaos in post-apartheid South 
Africa takes many forms for which the estate is a natural counterpoint: order 
versus chaos, crime versus freedom, and anonymity versus “sociability.” 
Whereas the community’s positive self-image is negatively contrasted with 
that of post-apartheid South Africa, it is positively connected to their 
experiences during apartheid. Golden Sun is a place that protects them from 
the forces of social change, the threat of decay, disorder, poverty, and crime. 
Newcomers are welcomed—or at least tolerated—as long as they join the 
fight against crime and chaos. 



 

 

PART 4: Afrikaner Youth at School 

 



 

 



 

 

 

11. Desegregation and Integration at Schools 

11.1 INTRODUCTION 

In this part, I compare how white Afrikaans students at two high schools in 
Cape Town renegotiate and remake whiteness and their Afrikaans identities. 
As in the parts about work and living, schools are the institutional backdrop 
to the stories about identity that I tell. One school has mainly upper-class 
students, while the other one has mainly lower-middle-class students. I will 
explore how race, class, and gender influence the process of race and identity 
formation at the schools. In this theoretical introduction, I shortly summarize 
how the educational landscape of South Africa has been remade since 1994, 
and how the educational literature studies the formation of white youth 
identity. I show that educational reform, desegregation, and white flight have 
affected formerly white schools very differently. In cities like Cape Town, 
limited desegregation at elite schools and resegregation at lower-middle-class 
schools has produced a radically different context for racial integration and 
identity construction for upper- and lower-middle-class whites. However, in 

the literature on white youth identity in South Africa, the relationship 
between class and race is rarely explicated, partly because of the assumption 
that whiteness can be equated with privilege. The role of gender and 
emotions is stressed by various authors but, in general, undertheorized. 
Nevertheless, it evidently plays a role in South African society because of the 
specific burden on young Afrikaners after apartheid. 

11.2 EDUCATION REFORM IN SOUTH AFRICA  

To situate the schools that form the backdrop of this study, it is necessary to 
first discuss the educational landscape in South Africa and how it changed 

after 1994. The opportunities for educational reform and racial integration in 
the country after the first democratic election in 1994 were both substantial 
and daunting. South Africa’s relatively high educational standards, good 
educational infrastructure, and considerable resources could all be marshaled 
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to affect change. The challenge was daunting as educational reform would 
have to overhaul a school system designed for the separation of races and the 
reproduction of inequality. Under the Bantu Education Act from 1953 to 
1990, blacks and coloureds received an education that was grossly inferior to 
that provided to whites. The system was unequal, authoritarian, and racist, 
providing first-class schools for the white population and disturbingly low-
quality schools for the majority black and coloured population (Carrim, 
1998).  

But even before the democratic transition, education reform was 
thwarted. In the last days of apartheid, the National Party government 

initiated privatization to protect the quality of the privileged white educational 
institutions in the post-apartheid years. Policies dressed up as cost savings led 
to semi-privatization of white schools. Because Afrikaans schools were 
traditionally state schools while English schools predominantly private, these 
policies primarily affected Afrikaans schools. The policies involved the 
creation of school governance bodies in every school with responsibilities for 
admission and language policies, the school ethos, and the fees used to 
supplement state subsidies. These bodies, elected by the parents, also 
assumed ownership of the fixed property and equipment of the school 
(Dolby, 2002; Fiske & Ladd, 2004).1 Since the transition to democracy, 
neoliberal educational reforms have further emphasized democratization 
through decentralization. Educational policies stressed economic efficiency, 
cost market-led reform, and fiscal austerity over the pursuit of redress or fight 
against inequality (Linda  Chisholm & Fuller, 1996; De Clercq, 1997; Oldfield, 
2002; Schneider, 2003). Overall, expenditures on education dropped. Because 
white parents increasingly paid for their children’s schools, the racial and 
regional divide between advantaged and disadvantaged schools widened 
(Karlsson, Mc Pherson, & Pampallis, 2002; Lemon, 2005). 

 
DESEGREGATION  AND  INTEGRATION AT FORM ER LY AFRI KAANS  SCHOOLS  

Since 1994, desegregation and integration in schools are issues primarily at 
play in formerly white schools where high educational standards attract many 
new black and coloured students. The ANC government struggled to address 
segregation and integration because it had limited control over educational 
institutions (Christie, 2006; Moodley & Adam, 2000; Motala & Singh, 2002). 
Nevertheless, continuing efforts to achieve control, for instance over 
language policies to increase access, have resulted in significant but uneven 
desegregation at formerly white schools. The large majority of formerly 
Afrikaans schools have changed to double-medium or single-medium 
English, partly through pressure from the educational department.2 The 
challenge remains for the government to push beyond desegregation and 
devise strategies for integration at schools. 

The most important mechanism by which formerly white Afrikaans 
schools have been able to resist and moderate the effects of desegregation is 
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through fees and admission policies (Linda Chisholm, 2004a). School-
governing bodies are able to make desegregation a class issue. High fees and 
rules of admission are used to keep schools predominantly white, although 
most white schools admitted at least a quarter to a fifth of non-white 
students. The ANC tries to counter these efforts through a fee-exemption 
policy but has not been very successful. This first challenge is the same in 
most of the country, but in relation to the second mechanism, Cape Town is 
different. The second mechanism is the language policy of a school that has 
played an important role in most parts of the country, but less so in Cape 
Town because the coloured population speaks Afrikaans. Language policy has 

been particularly contentious at former single-medium Afrikaans schools, 
because the use of Afrikaans as the single language can be exclusionary to 
many non-Afrikaans speakers in South Africa. Afrikaners have argued on a 
consistent basis—although with various legal arguments—that educational 
reform and desegregation should not be incompatible with the protection of 
language rights at their educational institutions (Jansen, 2002; Sayed, 2002).  

White middle-class resistance against reform, desegregation, and 
integration remains a problem (Lemon, 2005). Resistance to desegregation 
can be explained by racist fears but also from a perceived threat of the burden 
of integration (once the school has desegregated) among white parents and 
school management. Schools that attract a diverse student body have 
considerable adjustments to make financially, culturally, and linguistically. The 
ANC government has hardly begun to address the issue of integration at 
schools. The Minister of Education Naledi Pandor said that “integration 
continues to be the least discussed and most ignored aspect of education 
today” (Nkomo, McKinney, & Chisholm, 2004, p. 11). Integration can be 
understood narrowly in relation to structural school characteristics like 
language policy and student composition, but also more broadly in relation to 
social relations and racial attitudes among white youth and staff (Johnson, 
2007; Nkomo et al., 2004). It is the latter definition that is central in my 
research. Although I take structural indicators of integration into account, like 
the racial composition of a school, my interest is in “soft” indicators like 
cross-racial attitudes and relationships. These indicators are not always 
aligned. For instance, friendships tend to be most segregated at moderately 
heterogeneous schools (Moody, 2001). 

One consequence of the (perceived) burden of integration is that it can 
lead to white flight and resegregation, a development that so far has not 
received much attention in South Africa. However, American research shows 
that if schools reach a certain tipping point in the racial balance of students, 
white students start to avoid such schools (Giles, 1978; Schelling, 1971). 
Evidence suggests, both anecdotal and academic, that white flight from 
desegregated schools in South Africa is an issue in cities like Cape Town, 
Durban, and Pretoria. In separate case studies, both Chisholm and Dolby 
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show how schools near Durban, which they researched and qualified as 
desegregating and integrating in the mid-1990s, have subsequently 
resegregated and were abandoned by the white lower-middle class by the mid-
2000s (Linda Chisholm, 2004b; Dolby, 2001b). My own case studies in Cape 
Town suggest the same has happened there with various formerly white 
lower-middle-class schools. Because both desegregation and resegregation 
affects middle-class schools sooner than elite schools, class has a strong 
mediating influence on the experience of larger patterns of racial integration. 

11.3 AN INTERSECTIONAL ANALYSIS OF ADOLESCENCE  

Ethnographic research in the United States presents strong evidence of the 
intersection of whiteness and class at schools. Pamela compares an elite, 
white-majority school with a school that has a lower-class white minority. She 
reveals the major impact of context on the shaping of white racial identities 
of adolescents. In both schools, race is a source of pride, introspection, and 
negation. But the level of racial interaction impacts on the awareness of racial 
identity, issues of privilege and inequality, and an understanding of the other 
group’s historical and social experiences (Pamela, 2002). In his study of white 
kids in a middle school in a low-income urban area, Morris explores the 
intersection of whiteness and gender with inequality. His attention for student 

interaction and peer culture reveal how whiteness in this context did not 
represent power or privilege nor was it founded on domination (Morris, 
2006). Finally, the impact of whiteness on elite institutions is again different. 
At a predominantly white, well-to-do school in the United States, Lewis 
shows how the new ideology of color-blind racism has taken hold, but that 
“explicit color-blind ‘race talk’ masked an underlying reality of racialized 
practices and color-conscious understandings that not only had direct impact 
on students of color at the school, but also have implications for race 
relations more broadly” (A. E. Lewis, 2001, p. 781). All three studies show 
how race and class, at least in the United States, interact in schools and 
influence in different ways the everyday process of race making. 

In South Africa, Soudien has studied the influence of class and whiteness 
on identity formation. In a series of studies that are marked by their 
psychological insight, he emphasizes the variety of responses among 
privileged white youth to the democratic transition. Soudien’s major concern 
is how privilege and the quest for status make students “invest in” or 
“disinvest from” old styles of whiteness. He presents three different groups 
of youth who each have more or less resisting responses to the new South 
Africa.3 The studies were done in various schools in the Western Cape, 
including former Afrikaans schools (Soudien, 2007, 2010). Most schools, 
Soudien shows, hardly deal with race and difference, at least in the curricula. 
He argues that research should focus on peer groups, and concludes that 
most white students have troubled identities and struggle with who they are 
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and who they ought to be (Soudien, 2001). Privileged students find it hard to 
discard the familiarity of their racial label. Doubts about the meaning of the 
apartheid heritage plague them and make them unsure about what the 
meaning is of their race and culture, where they belong, and what should be 
disregarded or revalued. 

For lower-middle-class white youth, Soudien notes, the situation is 
different from the upper class. They often attend schools that have become 
fragile institutions but nevertheless still have a strong white culture. Such 
schools, Soudien suggests, building on research by Weider, produce “strong 
formal identities” and make the youth “fiercely protective” of their school. At 

the same time, they accept the identities of new South Africans (Weider, 2003 
in Soudien, 2007). Soudien writes: “they are in much more active dialogue 
with the conditions of their socialization than one might assume” (Soudien, 
2007, p. 100). Dolby, in her study of a resegregated middle-class, formerly 
white school in Durban, is less forgiving toward the white lower middle class. 
Although her study suggests that youth is trying to break away from old racial 
stereotypes and construct an identity by emphasizing global culture and taste 
preferences, she argues that white students practice a “strategy of 
resentment” in which they present themselves as victims in the new South 
Africa (Dolby, 2001a). Dolby emphasizes the role of negative emotions in 
relation to the loss of privilege, their lack of empathy for historical black 
suffering, and the fact that most want to leave the country.  

Jansen, in his study of young Afrikaners, specifically highlights the role of 
emotions in the formation of Afrikaner youth identities. For him, the central 
question in the study of Afrikaner youth is: Why do so many young 
Afrikaners, who were born after apartheid, still act and talk as if they were still 
there? He argues that white Afrikaans youth have a unique position vis-à-vis 
the history of apartheid. Inspired by studies of second-generation youth of 
Holocaust perpetrators, Jansen suggests that the problem is what he calls 
“indirect knowledge.”4 He argues that emotions play an important role 
because “knowledge does not transmit as neutral, technical, fact-based 
information from one generation to the next; it is embedded with dominant 
belief systems that give the knowledge meaning, emotion, and authority”  
(Jansen, 2009, p. 60). Emotions, he writes, can cloud interpretation. The loss 
that comes with change, the sense of bitterness, and anger after the defeat of 
apartheid, they all make youth interpret every change as a possible threat to 
the collective. Institutions like schools, but also church and family, provide 
tight circles of socialization that pass knowledge onto the youth about the 
past that is incomplete and wrong. Although we can argue with Jansen’s 
theory of socialization, and the specific relationship between knowledge and 
emotions, the important point is that youth identity is shaped by both 
knowledge and emotions.  
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Both Jansen and Soudien hint at the importance of gender in their studies 
but neither of them actively differentiates the influence of gender in relation 
to whiteness, class and emotions. Soudien notes that some girls have more 
empathy and compassion than the boys, and that gender therefore is 
important. Jansen also emphasizes the role of patriarchy on masculine 
identities; he asserts that it is the young Afrikaner males who experience the 
most problems. More than girls, boys try to reclaim the past and bolster their 
pride, while at the same time feel humiliated.  

But a more systematic comparison of these gender differences is 
necessary. Boys and girls have different places and roles in schools. Boys, for 

instance, as Prendergast shows, dominate the (playground) space through an 
aggressive, physical masculinity, while Barrie Thorne emphasizes the social 
processes of groups and role play in the formation of gender (Prendergast, 
1996; Thorne, 1993). Studies of masculine subcultures in school have 
revealed the social dynamic of the process of putting on “credible manhood 
acts,” activities that show boys’ manliness (Warren, 1997). Such studies show 
the fine-grained production and negotiation of masculinities as configurations 
of practice. For instance, girls tend to play in small groups that stress 
cooperation and intimacy, whereas boys play in larger groups that are more 
competitive, goal-directed, and rule-guided (Lever, 1978). Boys also learn that 
they can impress peers if they break rules and talk back to teachers (A. A. 
Ferguson, 2000). Maybe most importantly is that these gender differences are 
analysed within the context of the peer group, as the peer group becomes the 
dominant socialization context during adolescence (Giordano, 2003).  

Finally, there are good reasons to believe that there exists a strong 
relationship between gender and emotions in contentious processes such as 
desegregation, integration and resegregation (Frosh, Phoenix, & Pattman, 
2003; Kindlon et al., 2000). Particularly if individual differences among youth 
can neither be explained by race or class, gender by way of emotions is a 
promising alternative (Bendelow & Mayall, 2000). There is, for instance, a 
strong connection between masculinity ideals and the regulation of emotions. 
High-status boys ostracize boys who cry, and hence boys learn to regulate 
their emotions to keep up their manhood acts (McGuffey & Rich, 1999). 
During sports at school, boys are taught not to express their emotions, 
particularly fear and pain (Curry, 1993; Messner, 1992). They are taught to 
signify manhood through the display of fighting spirit. In Australia, similarly 
to South Africa, the practice of rugby football centers on domination, 
aggression, ruthless competitiveness, and giving everything for the school 
(Light & Kirk, 2000). By contrast, research showed that girls use emotional 
language to navigate the various social relationships in schools (C. Gilligan et 
al., 1989). 
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11.4 COMPARATIVE FRAMEWORK AND QUESTIONS  

In the next two chapters, I present a comparative ethnographic case study of 
two youth groups in two different hoërskole, or high schools: De La Rey and 
Die Groot Trek.5 The first school, De La Rey, is a predominantly white, 
Afrikaans elite institution. Since 1994, the school has only moderately 
changed and has less than 25 percent coloured and black students. De La Rey 
is a still a very traditional Afrikaans school. Many of the parents and even 
grandparents of the white Afrikaans students had also gone to the school. It 
is a selective institution and the school charges high school fees. 
Nevertheless, desegregation did change the organization of the school after 

1994. What we will explore is the unevenness of change and the limits of 
change. Studying the process of change helps us to see how a school’s culture 
shapes students hearts and minds. Only through an ethnographic study that 
takes the context serious can we answer the question of how students’ 
opinions connect (if at all) to their experiences at school. In the analysis, I 
focus on students of class H and D, and only a few from class R.6 

The second school, Die Groot Trek, is a lower-middle-class school where 
teaching occurs both in Afrikaans and English. Until recently, the school 
offered a very similar education to De La Rey, including an extensive 
extracurricular program of cultural activities and sports. Although more 
middle class than De La Rey, Die Groot Trek was known for its strong 
military tradition and discipline. The rugby team also won prestigious prices 
in the Western Cape. However, in the last few years this school has not only 
desegregated but also seen its white Afrikaans students disappear. The 
resegregating school forms the backdrop for the study of changing youth 
identities among white, Afrikaans-speaking youth. The process of integration 
at schools is the essential sociological context for the intersectional analysis 
that takes race, class, and gender serious. 

At both school, I focus on small peer groups that attend the same class in 
the 11th grade.7 At De La Rey, this is a group of girls in the class with the 
highest grades. I refer every now and then to the boys, but argue that the 
gender differences at the school should not be overstated. The focus is on the 
stories and opinions of the girls. At Die Groot Trek, the focus is on a small 
group of boys that sit in the same class. Because I found the gender 
differences at Die Groot Trek very strong, I contrast in this chapter the talk 
of the boys with that of the girls in the same class.  

The influence of the school is not independent from the overall social 
and geographical location of the children’s environment. But schools are not 
just locations but sites of social interaction. As institutions, they actively 
influence the process of socialization formally and informally. The student 
composition, the racial mix, the rules and regulations, and the curricula all 
influence and shape the cultural, social and racial identities of children.  
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Of both groups of young Afrikaners, I study their talk, experiences, and 
feelings, and I analyze the discourses they use to construct their identity, how 
they create boundaries between themselves and other races, and how they 
relate to their Afrikaner identity, the apartheid past, and their future in South 
Africa. Finally, it is good to state that although the story of these chapters 
focus on two specific groups, interviews have been done with a much wider 
group of students and members of staff. The two leading questions for these 
chapters are: How do schools as educational institutions shape the changing 
discourses of white, Afrikaans-speaking youth on identity, race, and ethnicity; 
and how do race, class, and gender influence the process of racial formation 

at the specific schools, and what is the role of emotions therein? 



 

 

 

12. Privilege and Guilt  

12.1 THE STORY OF SANDRA 

“I am glad that I have opportunities,” Sandra says, “because I know I will do 
something with mine.” Sandra is a bright, young Afrikaans girl who sits in 

class H, which is the honors class of grade 11 at an Afrikaans elite school, 
Hoërskool De La Rey. She appreciates her school and Cape Town. She feels 
the school has a “unique” and “diverse” community and she loves the 
“cosmopolitan” character of the city. She says:  

I would say the majority of South Africa is still bitter about apartheid, even 

though we want to deny it. But it is no longer here at school. It doesn’t 

show. It isn’t an issue here. People don’t base their prejudice or judgment on 

your skin color or nationality. They base it on your personality. Some 

coloureds have a similar personality or view, and some people don’t like that 

view. So it is not about skin color, but views. It is the personality that 

counts. And I think that was definitely not the case during apartheid, even 

though we would like to deny it. I don’t think 20 years is enough to wipe 

away all that business, and yes, that shows in the rest of South Africa. But 

here we are all basically the same.  

Sandra likes to talk about the benefits of the school’s newfound diversity. 
Like most girls in her class, being Afrikaans is not interesting. She 
unselfconsciously labels herself as “more European” and she has little trouble 
entertaining the thought that the Afrikaners might not belong in Africa. 
Belonging just isn’t an issue for her. She disconnects herself from nationalist 
Afrikaners and their argument that Afrikaners are the first white tribe in 
Africa. She loves her life and she appears at home in the new “diverse” South 
Africa. 

Alas, that image displays some fault lines. When she talks about being 
white in the new South Africa, she tells a different story. Sandra is self-
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conscious about the color of her white skin, particularly, when there are 
“black” people around (all non-whites, as she describes it). This is connected 
to her privileged lifestyle. The “black” people she refers to are the coloured 
workers at her school who do the gardening and maintenance, or work as 
security guards and parking assistants in the neighborhood. She has little 
contact with them, but she often feels stared at. She feels they watch her.  

I know they think (of me) as this little rich girl that has an education and a 

future. They know they… that many are not going to have an effect on the 

world like I will do. They will have an effect on me, but not on the world, 

even when it is a negative effect. ... They just sit there and resent, because 

that is all they do. 

Sandra lives a privileged life. Her experiences with coloureds are defined by 
the continuing unequal racial relationships. As a consequence, she feels that 
most coloured workers resent her for her privileges and are jealous of her. Of 
course, she does not really know if they resent her; she merely projects all 
those thoughts and feelings onto racial others. There is little evidence that 
Sandra has any meaningful interaction with them. “But what do I know,” she 
asks, “because I really don’t understand them all that well. ... Sometimes I feel 
guilty but I do not know if that is still a good thing.” The workers’ presence, 
in combination with her assumptions, make Sandra feel guilty, and she 
legitimizes her privileged position. She is ambivalent about her happy life. 
Privilege does not come without guilt. While she likes to believe in diversity, 
can it coincide with her privileged white position?   

12.2 DESEGREGATION BUT NOT INTEGRATION 

Hoërskool De La Rey breathes more tradition and continuity than change: it is 
a three-centuries-old Dutch colonial-style building that displays its traditions. 
The marks of history are everywhere. The corridors are decorated with a 
century’s worth of pictures of all the sports teams. Foremost are the boy’s 
rugby teams, standing tall in their uniforms, along with the girl’s netball 
teams, and the swimming teams. There is also a collection of portraits 
depicting all the headmasters of the school, reaching back for more than a 
century. They look stern, white, and male. Today, Hoërskool De La Rey still 
has a white, male principal with executive powers. De La Rey is still 
predominantly white and Afrikaans-speaking and still exhibits strict discipline 
and a traditional leadership style. Students get trained to achieve top grades 
and move on to elite universities. Competition and excellence are its most 
important values. Indeed, many pillars of the school’s tradition have stayed 
the same since 1994.    

 
CONTINUITY AND CHA NGE  

For all its traditions, De La Rey has had to change and change, has been 
incremental and controlled. While the school has remained an elite, single-
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medium Afrikaans school, which means that Afrikaans is the only language of 
instruction, the school officially desegregated in 1992.1 Non-white staff is 
employed and non-white students are now admitted to the school. Indeed, 
the change has reached far, as shown by the new coloured female vice-
principal, hired in 2007, and the coloured hoofseun elected in 2008 (a star of 
the rugby team).2 To the outside world, De La Rey has definitely altered. But 
the question is not whether De La Rey has desegregated, but why this change 
has been so uneven and limited. The admittance of coloured students has 
been highly selective and tightly regulated.3 The school admits most coloured 
students based on sports criteria. Only a few are accepted on other criteria 

like academic merit or musical talent. Almost 20 years after desegregation, 
this result is quite unique for a school in the inner city of Cape Town. Most 
former Afrikaans schools in the city that desegregated in the early 1990s do 
not have any white students anymore.4  

However, De La Rey has not had white flight from the school, and it has 
not resegregated to an all-black or coloured school. There are three reasons 
for this. First, the school has expanded its catchment area and extended the 
operation of their boys and girls hostels. The hostels now house students 
from all over the Western Cape. Second, the school assures that it attracts 
only a limited amount of specifically selected Afrikaans-speaking coloured 
students. Most of them obtain a sports bursary and boost the sports 
reputation of the school, which is still an important way to remain 
competitive in the educational market.5 Third, and most importantly, the 
school started to operate an affordable and elaborate bus system that 
transports students to the school from white neighborhoods and areas as far 
away as Langebaan on the West Coast (nearly an hour drive outside of Cape 
Town). The bus system has offered students, who normally would have been 
too far from the school, a chance to go to De La Rey. The bus system 
negatively affects other schools by facilitating white flight in these locales. 
The student body of De La Rey, therefore, consists of many whites who have 
avoided neighborhood schools that have a “bad reputation” (another term 
often used for schools with a large influx of non-white students), and gifted 
coloureds.  
 
THE FRAGILE BALANCE OF WHITEN ESS  

In the unequal and competitive educational landscape of post-apartheid 
South Africa, reputation management is essential for schools, and reputation 
is strongly based on the racial composition of the school. So far, De La Rey 
has remained a traditional, mostly white, and single-medium Afrikaans school, 
15 years after apartheid, and even obtained maximum occupancy. 
Nevertheless, the school’s management is continuously aware of the fragility 
of this position and the need to keep up its (racial) reputation in competition 
with other schools. The school manages its (racial) reputation largely through 
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two types of policies. First, the school has installed a mix of policies that 
helps to limit the possible influx of coloured students. Such exclusionary 
policies are often gauged in economic language about supply and demand and 
justified in talk about the need to keep up “standards.” Second, to handle 
diversity, the management strongly regulates racial life inside the school by 
stratifying school classes. This process produces a racial hierarchy that isolates 
most white students from coloured students. Below I explain these two 
mechanisms further.  

First, the school simultaneously controls the admissions process and tries 
to obscure the ethnic composition of its student body.6 Because admission 

cannot be based on racial or ethnic criteria anymore, a new language is used 
to legitimize the selection of students, and to accept the preferred white 
Afrikaans students. At De La Rey, and many other former Afrikaans schools, 
admission criteria are now wrapped in the economic language of 
“benchmarks,” “supply and demand,” and the need to uphold “standards.” 
For instance, the headmaster likes to explain his selection and educational 
philosophy by arguing that prospective students should all have the “same 
standards.” The language of standards works well, because of its purported 
ring of neutrality. But in application, the racial logic of this talk becomes 
evident. Take the headmaster’s example of music education that he uses to 
explain his educational philosophy. De La Rey is well known for its 
department of drama and music, but it only teaches classical music. He says:  

You achieve the best education if people who have the same standards 

surround you. For me it would be impossible to put people who … 

experience hip-hop in the same class as those who study classical music, like 

Bach and Beethoven. ... Those are two different influences. It is a question 

of supply and demand: what does the cultural (ethos) of De La Rey offer? 

This will determine who is interested in De La Rey. This is a natural process. 

Other people, who have an interest in hip-hop or rock, if I may use that 

example … If De La Rey has a focus on classical music, then we will attract 

the candidates who have an interest in that, a love for and socialization in 

this. But the school that is in Harlem or New York, like the school from the 

movie “Fame,” they will attract the rock ‘n’ roll and hip-hop youth.   

By drawing a contrast between Harlem and Cape Town and between classical 
music and hip-hop, the racial logic of the headmaster is evident. Students 
who “experience hip-hop,” he argues, do not belong together with students 
who “study classical music.” The headmaster deemphasizes his own role in 
the selection process. Instead, he presents the process as an economic 
process—a process in which the school offers a certain product and where 

rules of supply and demand simply play out. In other words, the school 
operates in the educational “market” and has its “natural” customers.  

Second, the educational philosophy that prescribes students with the 
same standards to learn together has resulted in internal segregation as the 
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preferred way of dealing with diversity. There is a hierarchy of classes in De 
La Rey with strong racial repercussions. Once admitted to the school, the 
students follow different academic tracks. For instance, in grade 11, the 
school has four classes, named after the first letter of the name of the school: 
H(oerskool) D(e) L(a) R(ey). The H-class is the honors class for students who 
have both Afrikaans and English as first-language, and take mathematics at 
the highest academic level. Students of color, many of whom are selected for 
their athletic talents and recipient of a bursary, often perform poorly 
academically. They are selected to go into the lowest class, the R class, with 
the poorest-performing students. In 2007, the R class had 30 students, of 

which there were only 7 whites. The other three classes together had only 
three students of color. De La Rey thus creates segregation within a 
desegregated school; it produces a racialized hierarchy in school that is never 
openly addressed in school, but rather denied or hidden. Instead, the 
management proudly presents the school as traditional Afrikaans and 
Christian.  

12.3 IDENTITY TALK  

Students sketch a very different picture of school community than the 
management. They present themselves as liberal and open-minded. Their 

identity talk is not primarily about race, or even their Afrikaner identity. 
Instead, they stress that they like diversity and want everybody to be treated 
the same. This does not mean they don’t see difference. There is a subtle 
secondary discourse that mixes lifestyle groups with stereotypes of the 
different classes. While the “discourse of diversity” suggests that all students 
are seen as equal, the differences embedded in the second discourse suggest 
there is a rather strong racial hierarchy at the school.  

 
CELE BRATING D IVERS ITY   

Students are very positive about the school and celebrate its good 

atmosphere. Both girls and boys paint an image of the school as a progressive 
and open place. They call it “unique,” “liberal” and “special.” They think it 
has a lot of “respect for culture” and that “everybody” can come to the 
school. Students can be “who they are” and “everybody is accepted” and 
“treated the same.” Everybody “talks to each other” and is “flexible” and “an 
individual”—nobody “judges you.” Annelie says: 

I wouldn’t say we experience differences naturally … we don’t see any 

differences, I mean, apart from the color of our skin, nothing else is really 

different. They play with us the same sports, they do the same things. ... We 

tend to learn from each other. We listen to the same things. They have the 

same things, they wear the same clothes, so there’s nothing really different. 

... We’re together a lot. We work in the same groups, we work with the 

coloureds; they work with us. We don’t discriminate against anyone. So I 

think because were so open to other cultures, we tend to be a very … free. 
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Marius also likes to think of himself as open minded. He says:  

It is like a small society in my school basically … so diverse, so unique. We 

all sort of live in harmony with each other. And there is never a big fight or 

anything. It is very nice actually. I really enjoy it here. 

Most students share the views of Annelie and Marius. They say they are part 
of a unique and diverse student body. Certainly, there is an element of 
flattering self-presentation here, but such a discourse is nevertheless 
remarkably distinct from the focus of the management on traditions, being 
Afrikaans and Christian. Students create an image of the school that is all 
their own. They argue that school embodies the values with which they want 
to identify. Many feel the school as a community is strongly unified with few 
subgroups that really matter. They say that the school has few cliques and no 
one gets bullied. It is a “close knit” school where “everybody is friends” and 
“everybody stands together.”  

Students argue that the open school spirit assures that everybody receives 
equal treatment, no matter what race or religion. What contributes to the 
positive and open spirit, they say, is the school’s limited size. De La Rey has a 
student population of only 600 students, which would make it possible that 
“everybody knows everybody” and that everybody in the school is an “equal 

member.” The curriculum also matters. The students say that the many 
different activities offered by the school assure equality between everyone 
because of the balance in the curriculum between academia, sports, and 
extracurriculum activities like acting and music.  

There is another thread running through the students’ discourse and self-
presentation: they link the image they have of the school and themselves to 
the broader geographical area of where they live: Cape Town. Students 
connect a positive, liberal view of the school with idealistic images of Cape 
Town. They see it as a progressive city. Most of all, they feel the city is 
different from other parts of South Africa, like the former South African 
capital Pretoria or the platteland, the countryside. Sandra says:  

Because it is also in Cape Town, the school allows much more flexibility for 

your own personality and your own identity. I mean, our motto is “Wees 

jouself,” yeah … be yourself. And people do live up to that in this school. 

You are not an outcast because you do not dress the same. And because you 

do not talk the same, or think the same....When you come here, you can’t 

really be like all your friends, because all your friends are different. So, I was 

forced to create my own identity, to form it. And in that way I cannot thank 

the school enough. 

Students like Sandra say that Cape Town is “cosmopolitan” and has no 
“racist stuff.” They think the city allows you to develop your identity without 
“any culture forced upon you.”  
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Although the progressive image of the school and the city do not 
necessarily contradict with the traditional Afrikaans and Christian image, the 
emphasis is markedly different. Students are not unaware of this discrepancy, 
and actively negotiate the contradictions between the various images. They 
are conscious of the school’s history and feel Afrikaans schools have a stigma 
for being conservative and racist. They contrast the image of a traditional 
Afrikaner school with their own ideas of their school. Maretha says:  

I actually think it is a very open-minded and liberal school. Because it is still 

Afrikaans, and it has a lot of different people in it, and yet they get along. 

Ja...Other people might be prone to think, because it was Afrikaners who 

implemented apartheid that the Afrikaner is like the Boer—conservative, 

narrow minded—only one way is right ... It is actually not like that at all. 

Students like Maretha refute outside perceptions that stigmatize the school as 
conservative Afrikaans. Others bridge the contradiction by saying that the 
school has the best of both worlds: it has both conservative and liberal 
elements. They say that in some ways the school still has to “modernize” but 
that the students have already become more “international” and “English.” 
What is important to note is that the students present the school in a way that 
makes them feel they belong; that makes them want to belong to the school. 
The school’s image that they present is the one they like to present of 
themselves. All this does not mean that students do not see difference 
between groups. For this, they have another discourse that, at least in part, 
contradicts the first.  

 
L IFESTYLE  AND RACIAL H IERARCHY  

At De La Rey, lifestyle markers and academic selection produce a subtle racial 
hierarchy. For an elite school with competitive standards, it should be no 
surprise that students measure each other, and that difference is also 
connected to lifestyle. Most students have extensive resources to develop 

lifestyles around their various pursuits, like music and sport. This has 
produced a firm sense of different groups in school that is widely shared 
among students. Distinctions are made between the following groups: first is 
the most popular group at school, “the jocks,” who are athletes. They are 
followed by “the surfers,” who are people that surf and body board and often 
live near the beach in Northern Cape Town. The next group is the city kids 
who live in downtown Cape Town and are music fans and often go to see 
bands. Then, there are “the nerds,” students who are seen as academic 
achievers or simply perform well academically. Finally, the smokers or rebels 
are a group of primarily boys who are known as troublemakers.  

The students are also assigned different classes based on academic merit, 
and these classes hold a hierarchical ordering. Class H is generally referred to 
as the “smart classes.”7 The classes include the students who are seen as 
academically gifted and belong in the top 20 of the school. Classes D and L 
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still have a significant number of proficient performing students. The R class 
has the students with the lowest grades. This hierarchy is partly produced by 
the policies of the school but all too easily reproduced and reinforced by the 
students. The Afrikaans students of class H routinely refer to class R as the 
“stupid class,” the “problem class,” or the “failed class.”8 Pieter says:  

The R group would have the lowest grades. They are the rebels and most of 

the people who are in the hostel, … a lot of the rugby players are in there, a 

lot of the people that cause trouble in school, the students that give the 

teachers a hard time. The smokers, I think. People that smoke in school. Ja, 

like those kinds of students … 

The R class thus partly overlaps with the subgroup of the rebels. And the 
students in the R class are clearly at the bottom of the pile, they not only have 
the lowest grades but are also seen as a group that causes “trouble” and give 
the teachers “a hard time.” Consequently, students in the R class are classified 
by other students as “disruptive,” “dodgy,” and “hardegat,” or “badass,” and 
are said to be “rebels,” “troublemakers,” and “rejects” who like to “vuil kuier” 
(“party dirty”). Some students present this negative picture of the R class 
without much ado, others with a certain embarrassment. The last group 
realizes the harsh stereotypes they use to classify the different classes, 
particularly the R class. The R class has become synonymous for disruption 
and mayhem, a symbol of everything the good students of the H class do not 
want to be.9  

At first sight, lifestyle group distinctions seem based on a combination of 
racially neutral markers such as lifestyle choices and geographical location. 
Academic selection does not have to have unequal racial implications. But 
because they intersect with the racial recruitment policies of the school, they 
very much do. Because it is the school’s policy to attract students of color 
primarily based on sporting talent (and to a lesser extent music talent) but not 
on academic criteria, most of the students are put into the R class.10 The class 
that is depicted as “rebels” and causing “trouble” has become also the one 
with the majority of students of color. All but a few coloured students are 
grouped together in the R class. However, it also has a number of white 
students with a low grade-point average. The coloureds are thus grouped 
together with the white students who are seen as the most deviant from the 
standards and norms of the school. Some of them have, just like most 
coloureds, also been attracted to the school with sport bursaries.11 Most 
students of the R class, specifically those who play sports, also live in the 
hostel. As a consequence of these class and living arrangements, the 
coloureds in grade 11 are thus segregated from the majority of white students 

in the H, D or L class.12 And most white students in the H, D, and L classes 
have hardly any contact with coloured students in the school.  

Therefore, the question arises, are these privileged white students aware 
of the institutional racial arrangements at the school and, if so, to what 
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extent? Take, for instance, Mariëtta, a student of the H class. In a 
conversation about whether she had any coloured friends, she starts to notice 
the unequal racial reality of the school and wrestles openly with the possible 
implications. Before this conversation, she had presented herself as a very 
open minded and liberal student. But realizing how few students of color she 
knows or has in her class, she starts to stutter and blush. She says: 

Um….some of my classes... but….not my like…Um…my register class…in 

the beginning when you take…in my, like, four main subjects, you have the 

first class, I don’t have any kind of …..But that’s just coincidence,  because it 

is like... Um….the smarter class and it just happens that there isn’t. ...We are 

the smartest class…Yeah, it’s very crap. ... It’s very weird, I know. 

Mariëtta feels embarrassed and uncomfortable about the racial hierarchy in 
the school and her limited awareness of it. But then she starts to legitimize 
the current state of affairs. She says that coloureds and whites do not mix 
because they “just have different interests.” Like other students, Mariëtta feels 
a need to justify the limited coloured friends she has, and the rare interactions 
she experiences with coloured students.  

Students legitimize the de facto racial segregation at school with a variety 
of reasons. They say that the class hierarchy is “weird” and “only by 
accident.” They give justifications for why coloured students are different 
from themselves. They say that they lack “a common interest” or that you 
just “can’t have a conversation with them.” Others say that they are “too 
different” to be friends, as they cannot talk about “academics” and that they 
like “different sports.” A girl asserts that she is simply “not exposed to 
them.” She argues that coloured students do not know her, do not talk to her, 
and, “do not bother her.” Another girl remarks that the lack of interaction is 
self-imposed by the coloured group: “They stick to their own group. It is 
almost a little like apartheid.” Ronel says:  

They are not close friends of mine, like, I personally don’t have any problem 

with coloureds, not at all. But I just, I don’t know, they are just not playing 

hockey, or any of my sports. ... I think it is going back to just being around 

people where you can be yourself, and you can just associate with. So, it is 

just what you like to do ... Ja … I think they like hanging out with each 

other, because then there is no way of racism involved. But I do not think 

anybody in our school has a big problem with it. 

Ronel legitimizes why she does not have any coloured friends. She feels 
compelled to emphasize that she does not have a problem with coloured 
students, even though she has no friends of color. She legitimizes this 
situation by saying that friendships are based on what each student “likes to 
do” and that there is “no racism involved.”  

What binds their arguments together is not so much logical consistency, 
because there hardly seems to be any. The reasons they give rarely add up to a 
cohesive argument. This does not mean that what they say is or cannot be 
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true. But the variation and inconsistency in argumentation does suggest that 
such justifications are ad-hoc produced. What motivates them is not a cultural 
ideology, but rather a feeling. Because students feel guilty about the current 
state of affairs, they provide justifications on the spot. Indeed, although white 
Afrikaans students have assigned themselves an image of a generation that 
cherishes diversity—that is beyond race—they have done so without actually 
making contact across the racial divide. And students feel guilty about it. It is 
a guilt that arises from being privileged at school, and from wanting to be 
open minded and liberal.  

12.4 RACE TALK 

As in most of the public sphere in South Africa, anti-racism has become the 
social norm at Hoërskool De La Rey. This has changed the nature of race talk. 
Open abuse of people of color, derogatory remarks, or expressions of white 
racism—often abundant before 1994—has all but disappeared.13 In school, 
this has also produced a new discourse of anti-racism. Many students, 
particularly the girls, say they actively police the new social norm, both at 
home and at school. Racial stereotypes are also policed or given new, positive 
meaning. The absence of open racism almost obscures the fact that race is 
not only present in students’ talk, but also in their being, seeing, and feeling. 

Where racism in talk seems easy to police, it is difficult for the students to 
escape a white worldview that “colors” their view of the world.  

 
POLICING RACIST TALK  

All white students argue that there is no racism in the school. Some argue 
explicitly that coloured students are the same as Afrikaans-speaking white 
persons. But most girls go even one step further: they adamantly and strongly 
condemn racism. That is, racism as they define it: open, derogatory remarks 
at people of color. Ronel talks about what happens if one of the boys says 
something inappropriate. She says:  

One of the boys would say like “Ja, I don’t want that piece here.” Or 

whatever, just something inappropriate, and then all the girls would just be 

like “What are you talking about?” And the guys would just keep quiet. Ja, 

that is usually what would happen. ... He would refer to a worker, which is 

very racist and I don’t approve...But I think that if we all help the guys that 

are racist ... If we talked to them, and show them, they might change their 

minds. 

Ronel attributes racist remarks to boys but notes that the girls, particularly in 
a group, actively and successfully police them. She said that the boys actually 
do listen and hopes that in the end, such policing would change their minds 
and help them improve.14 The girls present themselves as a generation that is 
“friends” with coloureds. They “do not see” color and they “welcome” 
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coloureds as school. The students see themselves not as racist, but rather as 
active antiracist.  

 
F INDING  WORDS  

Talking about race does not come easily to white Afrikaans students, in part 
precisely because of the changed social norms and the new self-
representations of being a generation that is beyond race.15 Answers to 
questions on race are qualified by sentences like “I do not want to be rude” 
or “I don’t want to look arrogant.” Students are visibly uncomfortable talking 
about race, and often exhibit a sense of uncertainty about their thoughts as 
they verbalize their thinking. There is an astute awareness that talking about 
race and difference can make them be perceived as offensive and racist. Many 
qualify any remark they make about race and assure that they are “not a 
racist.” The problem has become: How to explain difference without making 
distinctions?  

What the norm of anti-racism has provided is the necessary impulse for 
the students to rethink old prejudices. Students have found several creative 
ways to restate the old prejudices about coloureds. One obvious way is to 
deny them—to simply stress that there are no differences. For instance, some 
students say that whites and coloureds academically perform the same, even 

thought that seems hardly true at De La Rey. Sometimes prejudices are not 
denied but simply questioned while iterated. Maretha for example says that 
she wrestles with stereotypes: “Some people say white people plan better for 
the future … I do not know what to think of it. White people are maybe 
more sophisticated.” Another way is to say that there are differences, but that 
they do not matter. For example, some students note that coloured students 
listen to different music. And although not entirely an innocent distinction, it 
does not have to be prejudiced.  

But those are merely the most obvious ways to deal with prejudices and 
difference—to deny them, question them, or say they do not matter. There is 
a more surprising way too. Students rethink old prejudices by inverting them 
or revaluing them. Traditionally, coloured students were considered noisy—a 
prejudice that still lingers in the descriptions of the R class. But this can be 
inverted too. Some students stress that they do not see coloureds’ loud 
character as a bad thing but as a good thing. They say they love that 
coloureds are “outgoing,” “start the party,” and “do crazy stuff.” Such 
distinctions draw a fine line. Often students navigate their comments between 
admiration and amusement, mixing prejudices with appreciation for 
difference. In other words: do they laugh at them, or with them? It is 
sometimes hard to tell.16  
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ACTING WHITE   

Difference at De La Rey is also experienced by performance, both inside and 
outside the school. This is evident in how judgments on coloureds are mostly 
based on behavior that deviates from the white norm. Students describe 
coloureds as “eccentric” and “exciting.” Such ambivalent characterizations 
show the fine line between fascination and depreciation. Others are less 
ambiguous. They refer to coloureds as acting “crazy” or “mental” and 
“willing to do anything.” Girls also feel intimidated by coloured boys. Zola, 
for instance, finds it sometimes hard simply to pass a group of coloured boys 
as they would “squeeze you and everything.” Such characterizations are 

negative judgments based on a norm of what is appropriate and correct 
behavior in school. This suggests that racial differences by white students are 
judged on the basis of performance and how a person is supposed to act.17 
Some coloureds are seen by white students as displaying different behavior—
mostly deviant behavior. Acting like a white person is the norm.  
 
TALKING WHITE  

There is not only a way of acting white; there is also a way of talking white. 
This becomes evident if we compare students in the H and D classes with 
white people in the R class. Dawid, who sits in class R, is the only boy who 
says he regularly hangs out with coloured boys.18 Actually, he is part of the 
only racially mixed group of male friends at school. He says that he switches 
his language when he speaks just among whites or in a mixed-race group. He 
says:  

You have to speak different because when you are with your white friends 

and you say: “Ja die coloured ou het my so gesèh ...” (“Yes, that coloured guy just 

told me …) If there is a coloured around it sounds to me offensive to say 

“Ja that coloured ou did that …” I would say: that “ou” (guy) when he would 

be with me. ... You get used to it when they are there and when they aren’t. 

You look for them, basically, in a way. You think before you speak. It comes 

naturally. ... If they would hear it they will smack you! ... It is like a bond that 

you have that you can sense. You can sense it … you can feel when they are 

watching… 

Dawid watches what he says around coloured people. But he has developed a 
strategy in which he automatically changes his way of talking from “white 
talk” to what he deems as more sensitive “mixed-race talk.” Interestingly, he 
says that knowing this—when to switch and what to change—creates a bond 
among his white friends. A “sixth sense” that tells them when “they” watch 
and how to speak in those moments; how to sound acceptable for coloureds 

and when to let go among your white friends. Thus, you have race talk but 
you also have white talk. Dawid is exceptional in articulating the existence of 
white talk. But note how he depicts his switching back and forth as the 
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racially sensitive thing to do; he does not seem aware that he can stop his 
white talk too.   

 
FEELING WHITE  

Being white is not only a way of acting or talking, but also a way of feeling. 
Partly because of crime, students rarely venture into an area where the 
majority is not white or where they have to navigate a multicultural society on 
more equal footing. While living in “cosmopolitan” Cape Town, white 
students live predominantly in a white world.19 When they do recount 
experiences beyond their white world, their white feelings quickly show. 
There are two ways in which students “feel” being white. The first way is the 
experience of feeling observed and watched because of being white. The 
feelings of being watched are invoked by the racialized landscape of their 
daily lives. School and daily life is comprised of unequal interactions with 
coloureds in service jobs like security guards, parking attendants, and traffic 
controllers. 20 Most interactions with people of color are highly unequal, and 
students hardly meet people of color with a similar lifestyle or education.21 
Students often say “black” workers make them feel uneasy. Most of them are 
men, and girls will say they feel sexually intimidated or scared. This, they not 
only infer from the looks they receive but also from whistling and getting 

shouted at on school grounds.  
The second way is experienced when students venture beyond the 

immediate setting of the school and their white neighborhoods, and realize 
that they are a very small white minority in South Africa, even in Cape Town. 
For instance, many have recently had to go to the Department of Home 
Affairs to obtain documentation. Students have to personally collect their 
passport documents and they join a long cue with their fellow non-white 
South Africans. The students experience the visit as very unpleasant. They 
recall, unexpectedly, feeling white: “Where has everybody gone?” a student 
recalled thinking. Students felt fearful, embarrassed and irritated. They say 
they were treated “unfairly” and felt “dismissed” by black people working at 
the department. In such a moment, students say they feel “out of place” and 
that they “do not belong.” Many say that these experiences are nevertheless 
rare, a statement which only reinforces the impression that they exist mainly 
in a white world.  

When students recall feeling their whiteness, it turns out to be an 
unpleasant experience. But it is also through these experiences that many girls 
recognize guilt for being privileged and white in post-apartheid South Africa. 
They acknowledge this affects their interactions with fellow black South 
Africans. Girls feel they are labeled as being wealthy, sexually desirable, and 
privileged. It is striking how in their narratives they mix their own feelings 
with a reading of the feelings of the racial other. Sandra says:  



PRIVILEGE AND GUILT : 198 

 

 

With the builders here at school, they do not have proper education. I feel 

they resent me, because I have enough money for school; that I can go to 

school. They think I am better than them (when I sit) with my backpack, 

reading before I go to music class. ... You think they look down on you. 

When they look at you … you know … just … when they stop and stare. 

They do that (because in that moment) they know they have some little 

effect on you.  

Privilege comes with a burden for Sandra. Sandra thinks that the black people 
in her surroundings think negatively of her, that they might resent her for her 
good education and her possibilities. By staring at her she feels they want to 
get back at her. She feels guilt, but she tries to diminish this feeling by 
negotiating her privileged position. She says:  

It is not racist. It has nothing to do with me or with them. I (only) play some 

part in it. If I am clever or if I deserve it, I can’t claim it, it is not my doing. 

Some people in my class throw away their potential; they can do so much.  

Sandra argues her chances in life have nothing to do with race; she cannot be 
held responsible for her privileged position. The only thing she can do, like 
others students have, is to fail her potential. She says:  

Some black people laugh at that, that white people can fail and disgrace 

themselves. That is ironic—wouldn’t they be angry that something is thrown 

away that they could have used so much better? You are just using your 

potential, and have everything going for you. That cannot be bad. But they 

are just angry.  

Sandra feels in an impossible position. She argues that to not use her 
potential would be a waste of resources, and for blacks to enjoy such a thing 
is wrong. But if she does use her potential, she feels blacks are resentful of 
her. As a consequence, interactions with the racial other are tense and 
anxious. She says:   

You are afraid to offend them. You don’t know what to say. By saying 

something plain like what I want to do, they might be resentful about that, 

so you are careful about what you say. I’d rather not say anything than lie, if 

it makes them feel bad. ... I feel bad, and guilty, for everything. I do. 

Sometimes I am angry for what I feel, because I feel guilty. I played no part 

in my opportunities.  

Sandra feels constantly emotionally strained. She argues that it is always better 
to use her opportunities than to fail. And yet she still feels guilty about her 
privileges and wants to get rid of the feeling. She feels damned if she does, 
and damned if she doesn’t use her chances.  

But note how this logic in relation to her privileged position rests on the 
lack of recognition of the historical advantages that benefited her white 
group. Guilty about being privileged, but failing to see the historical roots of 
their privilege, she constantly has to manage the troubled feelings that come 
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with the unequal race relations. Sandra is exceptional in articulating these 
feelings, but her sentiment is hardly rare. As much as these girls want to be 
beyond racism, their experience and feelings are distinctly white. To be 
young, white and privileged in post-apartheid South Africa is a constant 
source of ambivalence and unease. And being Afrikaans only complicates 
their feelings.  

12.5 CULTURE TALK   

The history of apartheid still hangs as a dark cloud over the students’ heads. 
Precisely because of their white privilege, talking about apartheid signals 
trouble and unease for these students. “It keeps popping up everywhere,” 
Sandra says with some surprise about apartheid. Being Afrikaans is always 
connected to the past. Actually, there is little evidence of the old nationalist 
framework in the cultural talk of students, but there is a stigma connected to 
being Afrikaans. Culture talk is predominantly about a culture they struggle to 
grow out of. The students do not want to be associated with the history of 
apartheid and yet they feel they are connected with it again and again. As a 
consequence, we see a paradox: while their historical knowledge of apartheid 
often does not go beyond a few clichéd images, they cannot distance 
themselves from a past that shapes their current place in the world.  

Apartheid casts a large shadow because government programs that try to 
correct the wrongs of the past, like affirmative action, have real consequences 
in the lives of white students, certainly psychologically. It is precisely because 
of the implications of these programs that students want to disown their own 
collective cultural past. Their cultural talk resolves around two arguments. 
First, they are highly invested in the “new” South African speak of self-
determining your identity. There is a new generation of Afrikaners, they say. 
However, and this is their second argument, they also present themselves as 
the new victims in post-apartheid South Africa. Students invest tremendous 
energy in both arguments in order to fight the stigma apartheid left and lift 
the wages of guilt. Ultimately, however, this is also how they defend their 
privilege.  
 
THE BURDEN OF T HE PAST  

The question of what it means to be an Afrikaner today is one thread in 
students’ culture talk. Students are frustrated that white Afrikaans-speaking 
people are still connected with apartheid. Discussing the past makes the 
students self-conscious and they cannot discuss apartheid without talking 
about identity. Apartheid poses a challenge to incorporate in answering 

questions about who they are, and where they come from. But if students 
equate their Afrikaner cultural identity with apartheid, how do they 
understand apartheid? Students, at best, show a meager grasp of historical 
reality. Zola says:  
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I don’t know much. But I know that um … um … the coloured people lived 

in District Six and then the white people came and then … and then the 

coloured people had to go away and then the white people took over like 

everywhere almost … and then it was like coloured area and a black area and 

… so every race … it was a different group area. And mostly it was 

everywhere white and um….white people had different entrances like the 

front and coloured people had entrance at the back; they had different 

bunks outside and beaches and … actually that’s all I know.. 

Like most students from Cape Town, Zola knows about the forceful removal 
of coloureds from District Six and the signs for white and black people at the 
beaches. Most students remember the powerful images of forced removal and 
spatial segregation. Those images have stuck. However, the unequal socio-
economic structures of apartheid are forgotten. The images and impressions 
are also hardly—if at all—connected to an understanding of the historical 
structural oppression or culture of racism. Why students are only able to 
produce a few clichéd stories remains a question. Maybe it is because only 
four white Afrikaans students have chosen history in grade 11th in 
comparison to 16 coloured students. Maybe if apartheid is simplified to 
forced removal and segregated beaches, the historical injustices seem easier to 
rectify—and indeed have been rectified. Policies like affirmative action to 
redress the past would no longer be necessary and not affect the students 
negatively.  

Nevertheless, the lack of knowledge about the past has little bearing on 
the consensus among the boys and girls that apartheid was a bad thing. Pieter 
says:  

I think it was wrong to treat those people differently. I don’t think I would 

have agreed. If I had lived in those times, I don’t think I would have agreed 

with the ways of the white people. But … if you were brought up to believe 

that all black people are evil, from the day you were born, or that they are 

different from us, you would believe that, because your parents taught that 

to you. And … Yeah, I do feel bad, for them, for coloured people. 

Definitely, they didn’t deserve it. They didn’t even do anything. I mean, God 

created us all as equals. 

Pieter finds it hard to imagine that he would have agreed to apartheid if he 
had lived then. Like most students, he feels bad it happened. But he qualifies 
the crimes of apartheid by suggesting that racism is socialized, and that 
people like his parents were educated to be racists. He soft-peddles questions 
of responsibility. Most students say that apartheid was bad. They say they feel 
guilty about it. It seems that the new social norm of antiracism prescribes 
such an answer. You can’t subscribe to the norms of antiracism without 
saying that the racist thinking of the past was wrong.  

But this does not mean students are not ambivalent about why or how 
apartheid happened, and who is responsible for it. Indeed, when it comes to 
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the question of responsibility for apartheid, the students’ first response is 
denial. They hold the older generation responsible for it. Students argue that 
their generation has “nothing to do” with apartheid. They “don’t want to be 
compared to it” and are “glad they live after apartheid.” An undefined “they” 
is often held responsible for apartheid, a group of people that is said to have 
been “flippin’ stupid.” It is as if the students don’t want to recognize the 
consequences of the past for the society they live in.  

Distancing themselves from the past is hard work, and in many ways a 
challenge that is impossible to win. In daily life they are continuously 
reminded of the apartheid past: on television, in the newspapers, and 

sometimes also in person. A few students mention direct accusations they 
have faced, from coloured classmates for instance, although this happened 
more in the R class than in the “white” classes. Nevertheless, for most 
students at De La Rey experiences with direct accusations are the exception. 
The students feel they are held responsible in the media, as Afrikaners, and 
they feel bad about it. Pierre says: 

I think uh, sometimes you feel, well, bad about stuff ... Because of our 

background and whatever, but ... it is something that is hard, because you 

keep hearing about it, you keep hearing about apartheid in the news, or 

people mentioning it a lot, or people blaming stuff on the past. Despite that 

it has been 14 years since apartheid has ended. And people still blame 

Afrikaners for things that happen today, because of what happened in the 

past. Then you feel quite bad about it. 

Most students, like Pierre, say they feel bad because they are implicated by the 
past. They feel guilt by association and they feel frustrated about it. They 
struggle to lift the stigma, and it is this that seems to be the driving force for 
students to passionately argue their generation, as Afrikaners, has changed in 
significant ways.  

 
A  NEW GEN ERATION  

One strategy to signal change is to say that they are a new generation of 
Afrikaners. Students invest a lot of energy to signal that they are “beyond 
apartheid” and have shed the “bad habits” of the past. To distinguish 
themselves, they create a distance with their parents—the old generation is 
still “stuck in apartheid” and did not “learn their lessons.” Students say they 
fight with their parents and that they know the history better than them.  

Some girls argue that Afrikaner culture is actually in need of a change, and 
that change is needed from the inside. Sandra says: “We are changing right 
now, but it doesn’t mean we are losing it. I think we needed a change. 

Especially from the apartheid, so I would not want that to stay the same.” 
Sandra argues that she and other young Afrikaners are changing, but without 
losing their Afrikaner identity. The problem is that although she is keenly 
aware of the illegitimacy of her culture, given its apartheid past, what is to 
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change remains elusive. The solution for the girls is to simply say they have 
changed. That is the change.   

A second strategy by the female students to symbolize they have changed 
is to problematize Afrikaner as an identity label. Students say they have 
become uneasy with the label “Afrikaner” used as a singular category. They 
do not want to defend Afrikaners as a single group with a common history 
and collective identity. There are many different Afrikaners, they say. Or are 
there really only two? The second strategy often comes down to a strong 
boundary between themselves and the old stereotype. Students draw a line 
between the apartheid Afrikaner and the post-apartheid Afrikaner. The first 

type lives on the platteland (countryside) or in Gauteng (the North), likes rugby, 
is patriotic, listens to traditional Afrikaans songs, and sometimes still “boosts 
the Afrikaans ideal of apartheid.” He “does simple things and is a racist.” 
Students feel openly embarrassed for him. The post-apartheid Afrikaner, by 
contrast, lives in the city, speaks Afrikaans and English, and is individualistic 
and internationally oriented. He likes music from overseas, embraces people 
of different color, and does not discriminate.22 The students define what 
being Afrikaans should not mean today, and then define the young generation 
in contrast to this stereotype. 

The female students present themselves as the new generation of 
Afrikaners who embrace the new South Africa and love their country. As 
Annelie says, “The fact that we have 11 different languages, and we have a lot 
of cultures and things, I love this country.” However, this does not mean they 
would not like to live somewhere else. Most express their love for their 
country together with a wish to explore the world beyond their country. 
Although sometimes there is the suggestion of flight, this is hardly the 
majority of cases. Mostly it is a wish to explore the larger world for a limited 
amount of time. Sandra says: 

Yes, I am happy in South Africa. I would definitely like to go overseas after 

school. I would like to go for, say, a year or two. I am happy, but it broadens 

your horizons, your perspective, and your—how can you say—you know 

what this part of the world is like. It’s not the same as the rest of Africa, or a 

lot of Asia, but it is closer to that than the very protected environment of 

Europe. So, I’m happy that I am exposed to something less than perfect. 

Yes. It’s also very beautiful here, but you have more perspective when you 

know what it is like in some parts of Africa.  

Sandra does not want to leave South Africa because she feels she doesn’t 
belong. Rather, she sees the time after high school as years to explore the 
world, a gap year. In her explanation, she puts a positive spin on living in 

South Africa; a place that is not quite Africa, not quite Europe, but a place 
that sensitizes you to the rough reality of the African continent. In a strange 
way, she takes pride in the rougher edges of South Africa.  
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WE ARE TH E V ICTIM S   

Resentment and anger about the implications of affirmative action programs 
has created a second thread in the students’ culture talk that connects talk of 
the apartheid past, with talk of the present, and influences the students’ 
outlook on the future. Students talk about the consequences of apartheid, the 
unfairness of affirmative action and the dark picture they imagine of their 
future in South Africa in a single breath. Indeed, as much as the students say 
they feel guilty about the past, and want to be thought of as a new generation, 
they also say they are unfairly affected by the affirmative action programs. 
They feel they are the new victims in post-apartheid South Africa. Painting 

themselves as victims gives students a powerful argument not to feel guilty 
anymore, because now opportunities and chances have reversed, and they are 
the victims of new policies. The victim argument helps them to cope with 
feelings of guilt. 

The students argue that current affirmative action programs are unfair by 
holding them responsible for apartheid, a crime they feel they are not 
primarily responsible for. They feel new affirmative action programs are 
“unfair” to single them out. Further, they believe the programs may seriously 
affect their future possibilities, both in terms of educational opportunities, 
sports and jobs. In the most extreme form, students argue that apartheid has 
not stopped but instead has been “reversed.” After apartheid, the students 
say, it is the whites who are at the “bottom of the food chain.” Mariëtta, who 
mostly holds strong liberal views and supports antiracism, nevertheless 
opposes affirmative action with this discourse. She says:   

It’s basically for the mistakes our forefathers made that we have to pay. 

Therefore they’re trying to bring the black people … up to our level by 

giving them a better chance for … the university or work or anything … 

That’s actually quite unfair, because lots of my friends who want to do 

medical …if you have like 90% and there’s a black person who has 60%, 

they’d rather chose that person just because they need to bring the numbers 

up, and that’s like taking away talent as well … and they’re doing that at 

work places which also they … easily make them manager and demote the 

other people, the white people, and that’s like completely ruining most of 

our companies for … people who didn’t have the talent for it … And most 

white people are, like, leaving South Africa to go work somewhere else 

because they know they’re not going to get work, which is kind of like a 

“brain drain” for our country.  

Objections to affirmative action, like those of Mariëtta, display a logic that 
naturalizes their position of privilege. Mariëtta does not make any connection 
between apartheid, her position of privilege, and affirmative action. She does 
not take any responsibility for the past. In fact, affirmative action is presented 
as an assimilationist program to bring non-whites “up to the level” of whites, 
and not a program to correct past wrongs, which it is. She is concerned with 
the potential waste of talent of her white peers, but does not make any 
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reference to the years of wasted talent of the black population. She feels it is 
unfair to lower standards for black people to “bring up the numbers”—a 
reference to the quota system that is now applied in various employment 
sectors like government and parastatals like the energy company Eskom. 
Note Mariëtta’s final suggestion that new black employees would not have 
the right skills for the job they get, a common prejudice among students.  

Students argue the programs should exempt the youth. Central to 
arguments that oppose affirmative action is their understanding that their 
generation is not responsible for apartheid. The victim talk provides a rich 
variety of arguments to do so. Students argue that they should not “pay” for 

the faults of apartheid. Students argue that it is “not fair” because they didn’t 
do “anything bad.” The language of fairness is particularly striking. Holding 
them responsible for apartheid is “not fair” because they feel they “weren’t 
even part of it” and “never experienced it.” They “were only 4 years of age” 
at the time. They say they had “nothing to do with it” and some even suggest 
that “their parents weren’t even part of it.”23  

Apparently, it is one thing for students to say they feel the past was 
wrong; it is another thing to support policies to redress past wrongs. 
Sometimes, the strategy to present themselves as victims and to argue for 
more “fairness” directly contradicts claims and impulses of the students that 
they are a new generation of Afrikaners that takes its responsibility. For 
instance, see how the girl Maretha mixes the language of fairness in her 
protest of affirmative action with admitting responsibility of the past. She 
says: 

White women are last on the list if you want a job. We feel sometimes it is 

unfair. But on the other hand, it was not their fault either, so mainly it is 

good. But no, I do not think it is fair … but it also was fair, because it was 

not good to deprive them from it. ... We have to give them opportunities.  

Maretha must overcome two contradictory impulses. She says that it is good 

to help people who have been disadvantaged in the past. She seems to feel so 
as well. But at the same time she seems to feel it is unfair that her generation, 
those who grew up after apartheid, are disadvantaged by such programs, and 
therefore punished for apartheid. It is at these moments, where privilege, and 
students’ defense of it, conflicts with their feelings (and talk) of guilt and 
wanting to be a new generation.  

In the most extreme version of the victim argument, students argue that 
apartheid has slowly reversed, that things have turned around and that now 
whites are being discriminated against. Students argue that in the new South 
Africa, blacks and coloureds are “better off” and have “more rights” than 
them.24 Some students soft-pedal this radical line by saying that the situation 
is “moving in this direction” and that things are “taken too far.” Ronel says:  

There will always be problems, but now apartheid is over. For a time it went 

really well but now it is like reverse apartheid. OK, instead of discriminating 
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against blacks, there is discrimination against whites. More and more so, it 

probably is better than what it was, but it is still not ideal. 

The use of reverse apartheid by Ronel is one indication of how concepts of 
the past do take on a new life of their own; how “reverse apartheid” has 
become the new shorthand among whites for discrimination and unfair 
treatment.  
 
 ANXIETIES  ABO UT TH E FUTURE  

As students feel victimized and threatened by affirmative action, it comes as 
no surprise that this bears down on their outlook for the future. Girls fear 

what is to come and in their anxiety for the future, they are receptive to 
dystopian rumors about the reversal of their fortunes. Zola says: 

I don’t know, I don’t actually want to think about the future because I’ve 

heard that it’s gonna … yeah, the coloured people are gonna take over and 

… they want the white people to, like, go away, so I’m scared for that. ... 

Mostly, it would just be coloured people everywhere and the white people 

would work for the coloured people instead of how it was like a few years 

back when the coloured people worked for the white people, and the 

coloured people are gonna drive the fancy cars and the white people’s gonna 

walk to the shops and things like that. ... And then … yeah, that’s how we 

think it’s gonna be. Hopefully I won’t be here. I would be like in America or 

somewhere else, I think, hopefully.  

Where Zola hears the stories of coloured people that “rule” South Africa is 
unclear from her story, but it seems these are issues she discusses with 
friends. Such dystopian images show how opposition to affirmative action is 
fed by existential fears of the future. It is also in the context of affirmative 
action that the talk of traveling abroad and living elsewhere takes on a much 
darker meaning. Students then fear a similar situation to Zimbabwe.25   

However, it doesn’t mean that these girls do not express any hope for the 

future. For many the anxious fantasies exists side-by-side to dreams of 
traveling the world and love of South Africa. In fact, the girls often try to give 
their sense of the future a positive spin, after expressing their anxieties. 
Annelie says: 

I think the future is pretty bright. We have vision. I think we can keep on 

going. We’re a nation that would probably stand together. We have been 

through a lot. I mean, our parents and stuff have been through a lot. Having 

to go through apartheid and having to go through all of the things that have 

happened in our past, … But the youth doesn’t really … or didn’t really live 

in that time, so we build toward the future in a different way. We are all 

together, the different cultures are together. We could make it brighter if we 

stop complaining about all the bad things and start about the positive things. 

People complain and they don’t really look for the answers to the questions. 
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They just complain. I think sometimes the youth will see things differently 

and they … they’ll work toward the positive things more than the negative.  

Note how Annelie strings together the tropes of the discourse about being a 
new generation. She argues that her generation has a “vision” and has 
“overcome” apartheid. They have “changed” and are “together.” They can 
decide to stop complaining. She shows how the discourse of being a new 
generation is ultimately a strategy of emotion management—a strategy to 
manage a future that is scary and uncertain, but best approached with a 
positive discourse that signals change and a common destiny.  

12.6 CONCLUSION  

De La Rey student Sandra presents herself as the new cosmopolitan citizen of 
post-apartheid South Africa—an Afrikaans-speaking girl no longer interested 
in her roots but with a strong belief in multicultural South Africa. However, 
she remains preoccupied by a nagging sense of racial guilt about her white 
privilege. She feels the need to defend her privileges against the less well-to-
do, particularly blacks. Sandra’s preoccupations symbolize most female 
students at De La Rey, a group whose narrative about identity and race is 
marked by a tension between a belief in diversity and their whiteness that 
legitimizes racial inequality. This tension is heightened by the institutional 
culture of the school, and the selective desegregation that the school has 
experienced in the last decade. 

De La Rey is a white, single-medium, Afrikaans, high school in Cape 
Town—a top school in the Western Cape. The school presents itself as a top-
rate Afrikaans school, with an emphasis on academics, culture, and sports. 
The management defines the school’s character, and its elite character, by its 
traditional, Afrikaans-Christian character. Although the school desegregated 
after 1994, the number of non-white students is still below 20 percent. 
Nevertheless, Afrikaans students describe the school as a diverse and 
multicultural community that is open to everybody in South Africa. This 
image even gives them a feeling of belonging—no matter how different it is 
from the school’s management. Students argue that race is no longer an issue 
and that the school’s community is open-minded and liberal. They connect 
this view to the positive image they have of Cape Town and South Africa. 

This discourse of diversity sits uneasily with the students’ segregated 
lifestyle, in and outside school. In school, the racial order is shaped by the 
hierarchical organization of classes. Because coloured students are 
predominantly admitted on the basis of athletic, not academic, merit, the 
majority of non-white students are allocated to the classes with the least 
academic potential. The majority of Afrikaans students have little to no 
contact with their fellow coloured students, in or outside of class. This is also 
evident from the students’ lifestyle labels, used to categorize groups in school. 
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Afrikaans youth is dominant and so is the white experience. The girls live in a 
white world, most of the time, also outside of school. 

When it comes to race, the girls implicitly use themselves—their 
privileged whiteness—as the norm, in and outside of school. Their belief in 
diversity does not stop them from struggling with talking about race, applying 
racial prejudices, and experiencing racial discomfort. They have to make a 
conscious effort to articulate thoughts about race. Their race talk is often 
factually inaccurate and, overall, they know very little about coloured or black 
South Africans. Racial stereotypes and old racist ways of thinking are still 
rampant, particularly when they reflect on non-whites outside of school. The 

discourse of diversity is not sustained by intimate interracial experiences in 
daily life. Rather, the opposite seems true: the diversity discourse builds on a 
set of positive self-images and racial fantasies that can only exist because of 
their white world—a world in which the girls’ white identities and racial views 
are never challenged. 

Students present themselves as a new generation of Afrikaners; a young 
generation that said goodbye to apartheid and is no longer racist. However, 
they struggle to re-label their generation. They qualify the label “Afrikaner” 
but offer no alternatives, an indication how difficult it is—even for these 
privileged students—to escape their ethnic stigma. They say they are still trots, 
or proud Afrikaans. They participate in Afrikaans cultural festivals and enjoy 
being among Afrikaners. Being a new generation does not mean they accept 
responsibility for apartheid or endorse affirmative action. Without exception, 
students decry that they should be held responsible for the consequences of 
apartheid. Instead, they feel disadvantaged by affirmative action programs. 
They see this program as unfair. Some even speak of “reverse apartheid” and 
present themselves as the new “victims.” For a new and young generation, 
the girls are remarkably anxious about their privileged position. They say they 
want to be positive about the future, but they all contemplate the possibility 
of leaving—even if only temporary. 

De La Rey allows for a space in which a post-racial discourse can 
manifest itself among the young Afrikaners—independently of the staff. 
However, there is a gap between the new cultural discourse and racial reality. 
At the school, there is only minimal desegregation, at best in name and 
imagery. At worst, desegregation has not changed the racial order of the 
school—a fact that is not acknowledged by the staff or the students. The 
students’ daily experiences, racialized outlook on life, and defense of white 
privileges sit uneasily with their post-racial self-image. What results is a 
nagging sense of guilt about their privileged position, an emotion sustained by 
the discrepancy between the reality they live, and their ambition to be the first 
Afrikaner generation that is beyond race. 





 

 

 

13. Loss and Shame 

 

13.1 THE STORY OF ALEX  

“I don’t know why they do the wrong things,” Alex says. “But I am not a 
racist. I don’t go around calling people racial names.” Alex is an outspoken 
young, Afrikaans boy who sits in the 11th grade at the formerly Afrikaans 
school, Hoërskool Die Groot Trek. A few weeks ago, Alex got mugged by a 
black person, and he struggles how to make sense of the experience: why 
would a black guy attack him over his bike?  Crime and racial incidents like 
the one that happened to Alex are no exception for him. Contrary to most 
whites in Cape Town, Alex does not live in one of the privileged, all-white 
neighborhoods. His parents belong to the lower middle class and he lives in 
the borderlands of white Cape Town, one of the few truly racially mixed areas 

in the city, where the wealthy, white Southern neighborhoods touch upon the 
Cape flats. Alex lives in an area where white privilege is no longer a given for 
young Afrikaners, and old apartheid institutions, like Hoërskool Die Groot 
Trek, no longer provide a stable surrounding for identity development—they 
struggle themselves to adjust to the new reality.  

Hoërskool Die Groot Trek changed rapidly after apartheid. The location of 
the school and its affordability contributed to rapid desegregation after 
apartheid. However, since Alex began attending Groot Trek, the school has 
again resegregated. Many whites perceive the school as too unsafe, even 
though it is located in a “good” area and only borders neighborhoods where 
crime is very high. Alex is one of the few white Afrikaans boys left at school. 
The teachers are still mostly white and Afrikaners, and struggle themselves to 
adjust to a very different student population. As a young Afrikaner man, Alex 
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finds himself relying mostly on his peers to come to terms with the painful 
transition. They all struggle to connect to the new post-apartheid order. 

All Afrikaans students notice that the school has changed. But for 
Afrikaner boys like Alex, Groot Trek has become a symbol for what they feel 
has been lost: morality, discipline, and ethnic pride. “Sometimes,” he 
confesses, after the violent incident, “when I see a black guy on a bike, I feel 
like a racist, and that I am a ‘true Boer.’” A true Boer, to him, is an Afrikaner 
of the past; an Afrikaner from apartheid. Alex doesn’t want to be thought of 
as a racist, and he had many coloured and black friends when he was younger. 
Nevertheless, his racial boundaries seemed to have hardened, while the 

Afrikaner past, with its stories of Afrikaners’ military might, has gained 
appeal. At school, he carries the label of “Boer” with a certain pride. He says 
he “likes” his culture and where he comes from. He enjoys Afrikaans music 
and hangs out with Afrikaans people. “I am Afrikaans,” he says. “There is not 
much I can do about it.” Alex can’t claim the old white Afrikaner privileges 
of the past but he can claim its solid sense of male identity.  

13.2 DESEGREGATION AND RESEGREGATION  

An idyllic painting in the staff room portrays Hoërskool Die Groot Trek as 
Afrikaners once must have imagined it: no railroad tracks and a lush green 

landscape that contrasts with the bright, red roof of the school. The school 
children are not in the painting, as if the painter did not want to risk bringing 
disorder to the harmonious image. Not one of the surrounding industrial 
buildings is on the picture, making the school dramatically stand out against 
the backdrop of Table Mountain, as an isolated ideal.  

 Die Groot Trek is located at a remarkable location: exactly at the 
border between the white, coloured, and black areas of Cape Town, which is 
one of the most segregated cities in South Africa (Seekings, 2005). North of 
the school is the leafy green, affluent white suburbs, built in the shadow of 
Table Mountain. Nowadays these neighborhoods are marked by large walls 
with barbed-wired and ominous signs of guard dogs and armed response 
teams. South of the school, across the railroad tracks, is Mitchells Plain, the 
coloured residential area. It was there where coloureds were relocated after 
District Six (their neighborhood near downtown) was infamously razed in the 
1970s to make way for white businesses. A mix of lower-middle-class whites, 
coloureds, and some black families now surround the school. These 
neighborhoods were once all white during apartheid. Most of the white 
Afrikaans kids at Groot Trek come from these neighborhoods. 

During apartheid, Die Groot Trek was famous for its rugby team and the 
good sports facilities. Near the entrance of the school, a brown, old cupboard 
with glass doors still functions as their rugby hall of fame. Inside is the 
Pieteret of an athlete from the class of 1999, which was the school’s last 
provincial victory. Ten years before, the school still delivered the top 
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academic student of the Western Cape. Groot Trek was special because over 
half of the white Afrikaner students came from the nearby military base. The 
school’s drill platoon was famous, and it won many prices in the provincial 
competition. Every Friday the school would hold drill exercises for the seuns 
and the meisjies. A military officer from the base would come to oversee the 
exercises. Although the school was probably exceptional in its military ties, 
this was common practice in all Afrikaner secondary schools. Drill exercises 
at the school were only abolished in 1993.1 

Today, the school grounds still suggest the affluence of a bygone era. The 
school has large school premises that include tennis courts, netball courts, a 

cricket area, two rugby fields, and a swimming pool. But the water in the pool 
has turned brown, and the nets of the tennis courts are missing.  

 
LOSS AND CHANGE   

A few years ago, the school still could have been qualified as a mixed-race 
school. After 1994, when the school officially desegregated, the intake was 
initially small. For a few years after that, the school had roughly equal student 
populations of coloureds and whites, and some blacks.2 The school 
management did not sit idle in the face of a falling influx of white students. 
At first, it offered a few scholarships to white students. It also started to 

develop ties with schools in coloured areas, to assure the cream of the crop of 
the coloured students. In 2001, the school changed its language policy to 
dual-medium (classes offered both in Afrikaans and English) because the 
school hoped to attract better black students. But all these policies did not 
help to retain the school’s white Afrikaans students.  

Die Groot Trek is now one year away from becoming an all coloured and 
black school. It is still a mixed-race school but without white students. The 
process of change has not been gradual, but has been a sudden and complete 
withdrawal of all but a few white students. For four years the school has not 
attracted any white students. The school passed a threshold where the intake 
of coloured and black students rises above 30 percent and then quickly 
transitions from mostly white to only coloured and black. This process in the 
United States is often referred to as the “tipping point.” The school is still 
actively recruiting the best students from lower-middle class coloured 
suburbs. Nevertheless, there are only a few Afrikaner kids left in grades 11 
and 12. The lower grades are completely coloured and black, with the number 
of black students rapidly increasing.3 

The sudden withdrawal of white students has left the staff and the 
teachers in shock. “It was adapt or die,” Miss Vlek, a teacher of Afrikaans 
says. While the student composition has rapidly changed at Groot Trek, the 
teacher corps, consisting of 17 teachers, has not.4 Many teachers have been 
teaching at the school for over two decades. Most are still Afrikaans, as there 
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are only three coloured teachers at the school, of which one only lasted a year 
and another one has a temporary contract.  

Talking about the changes in the school, the teachers do not so much talk 
about the racial changes as about the fact that teaching has “completely 
changed.” They describe the morale at school as low. When talking about 
change, most teachers refer to the bureaucracy of the new outcomes-based 
teaching methods, and the content changes of the various courses. They also 
refer to economic reasons. The school suffers from shrinking resources 
because government regulations allow for only about half of the students to 
actually pay school fees.5 As one consequence, the school’s music rooms have 

been closed for years, as there is no money to attract a music teacher. But the 
challenges of the school clearly go beyond financial woes, and there has been 
much more lost than school income. But what is truly lost is hard to see from 
only studying school practices. Because as much as the racial composition of 
students has changed, many of the practices at school have stayed exactly the 
same. Most resistant to change has been the school ethos: the many traditions 
and cultural practices of the school. Afrikaans schools always had a strong 
ethos, a traditional outlook on what education was about and what a school 
was supposed to do. It consists of traditions both subtle and large, both 
functional and ceremonial.  

The teachers uphold the traditions with a mix of zeal and desperation that 
betrays their function as a last stronghold. For instance, even though the 
student population is half English, the headmaster still does his 
announcements in Afrikaans. Another example is the school meetings. They 
are held every Tuesday morning in the third period. They traditionally start 
with a reading from the bible, and students have to stand in strict lines 
according to their class. But the stories hardly relate anymore to the realities 
where most children come from. The results of the rugby team are also still 
read by students, but the statements are never prepared and the school 
grapples to even have a rugby team. The school anthem is sung for closure, 
but nobody remembers the words anymore.  

Most of the older teachers complain about the “lack of commitment” of 
students. Students, they say, do not have “school spirit” and are “not 
interested.” But there are other voices too. A young, white English teacher, 
who was recently hired for only a year, is critical of the approach taken by the 
school. He argues that the school is in a “transitional phase.” He says:  

Children do not come in uniform to sports events anymore. They do not 

sing together anymore. Singing in the hall is terrible. The school is trying to 

do the same thing but not succeeding very well. The teachers are trying to 

maintain the traditions, because without that, there is not much they can 

build on.  

The young teacher suggests that without traditions there is not much for 
teachers to build on. The question he asks is a pointed one: What are teachers 
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to do without following tradition? A temporary coloured teacher points out 
various other social problems. He says that because the influx of coloured 
students has been so large, social problems have also skyrocketed, including 
issues such as school absence, physical abuse, drug and alcohol problems, 
violence, and crime. And yet the way to deal with these problems at Groot 
Trek has not changed. Every Friday, the teachers gather together to discuss 
the various issues the teachers face and “the problems” the students have. So 
far, the school has failed to see how the problems at hand deserve a more 
intensive approach then a three-minute group discussion, and there is no 
funding for a social worker.  

Miss Vlek and other teachers are confronted with a majority of students 
who have a background and culture they are barely familiar with—students 
who live in neighborhoods with many more social problems than most white 
students. It appears as if they are so shocked from these changes that they are 
unable to grasp their full reality. Their state of shock and denial becomes 
more evident when we consider the official and unofficial reasons the school 
management and teachers give for the changes at the school—and what is 
missing from it.  

 
INTERPRETING CHAN GE  

The official reading from the school management, and many of the teachers, 
is that white students have stopped coming to the school because of changes 
in the military. It is true that society as a whole, including the South African 
Defense Forces, has transformed, so the school has increasingly struggled to 
attract white students. But that only partly explains the complete 
disappearance of white students from the school. The standard narrative at 
the school is that, indeed, influx from military kids dropped and the racial 
composition of the neighborhoods surrounding the schools started to 
change, with new middle-class coloured and black families moving into the 
formerly whites-only areas, and white Afrikaans people increasingly moving 

to the northern suburbs.  
Additionally, it is evident that the school has also developed an 

increasingly negative image. In many informal conversations, the school is 
marked as a school full of “drugs and violence” although both reasons have 
little empirical ground. It is a negative image with a strong racial subtext. 
Today, the head of the primary school who used to send its students to 
Groot Trek, advises its white student population to go elsewhere. The staff 
and teachers must know that, which brings us to the elephant in the room. 
Because as much as the intake of students has changed at Groot Trek, and as 
much as race has to do with that, the topic of race is never openly discussed.  

No teacher will deny the school has changed. Teachers note that students 
have “different perceptions”; that the “language capabilities” of students have 
changed; and that “discipline has gone down.” Indeed, the staff and teachers 
are certainly aware of the new challenges but race is still a silent topic at 
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school. However, teachers feel that any explanation that can be interpreted as 
racist needs to be avoided. And thus the huge cultural schism between the 
teachers and the new students is mostly left unaddressed. This is most evident 
in the discourse rooted in cultural globalization, or rather, Americanization, 
about the change and why they confront such different youth than they did 
20 years ago. Miss Vlek for example notes that students have changed at 
school because of “Americanization” and the “zap culture.” Everything that 
has to do with South Africa is seen as “not cool.” She deplores the new 
culture at school of “wearing your own clothes” and “to dislike schoolwork.” 
In American teenage movies, she says, the teachers are always depicted as 

stupid and the parents often too, that is why students don’t like school. “It is 
a plastic culture,” she says. Other teachers at Groot Trek feel that the 
students of today are only interested in cell phones and Internet chat rooms. 
They say that school for students has no priority and that they do not feel a 
need to study. There is “less creativity” and no sense of “extending yourself.” 
The changes at Groot Trek present teachers like Vlek with many challenges; 
challenges for which their long teaching career has not prepared them. It asks 
of daily improvisation after 20 years of teaching inertia.  

13.3 IDENTITY TALK  

How do white, Afrikaans-speaking students at Die Groot Trek see 
themselves in relation to the school and the school community? Not 
surprisingly, all white students in the upper classes are acutely aware of the 
changes happening at their school. In their stories, they also mention many 
activities and practices in school that have disappeared or lost their essential 
meaning. Few talk about their lifestyle or their sport activities as the basis of 
their identity. Instead, the students are united by the feelings of loss. What is 
striking, however, is how boys and girls respond differently to loss: while the 
girls are able to name their feelings; to admit how the loss affected them; the 
boys pretend not to care. Nevertheless, in the boys’ discourse about change, 
there is much evidence they care more than anybody around them.  

 
UNITED BY LOSS  

Most prominent is a discourse of loss at the school. Students will say, similar 
to teachers, that the discipline is not there anymore and that there is less 
respect for teachers. They say there is “not really punishment.” They also 
complain about the teachers who are “never there anymore.” They complain 
about the noise in the hallway. It is the most important thing that unites 
teachers and the white students. Students feel the changes have come quickly. 
Many remember their sisters or brothers going to the same school, but having 

a very different experience. Take for instance Alex—if he is asked about the 
changes in the school, he riffs about what is lost since his sister went to this 
school. He says:  
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My sister used to be in this school. It was a very good school. It used to 

have athletics. It used to have netball. Nettball was the best team. We had 

the best rugby team in the Western Cape. We played each school. It is not 

good anymore. It was a good school seven years ago. It had a lot of 

discipline. It was very different. 

The idea that Groot Trek was a very good school did not only live among 
teachers, but clearly also among students. The students feel they have lost a 
wide variety of activities and amenities previously provided by the school. 
Many activities, like sport, had to stop out of lack of participation or money. 
Several courses have also been terminated. But more importantly, traditions, 
practices and rituals that many white students used to take pride in, have now 
withered or lost their meaning. A good example is academic standards in the 
school.  

Traditionally, academic achievement was given meaning through specific 
symbols—symbols that in the past meant something to students, and which 
have now lost their value for them. Marie says that the insigne she wears used 
to signify you belonged to the top 10 students of the school, but that now it 
does not mean anything to her anymore. She says:    

Previously, the highest academic-achievement award went to someone who 

got 90%. Now the standard had dropped and all you need is a 70 or a 60 

percent average and you will make it into the top 10. It has become easier … 

I don’t know why, maybe the work has just become easier or maybe I just 

work harder. I think the academic standards have lowered but I don’t know 

why. I think the kids are just not motivated anymore. It could be also that 

the curriculum has changed and it has become easier for us to get higher 

marks like 70 percent or so. My mum is very disappointed with the drop in 

standards. She wants the school to go back to the way it was when it was fun 

and we used to have activities after school and stuff like that. Sometimes I 

think the quality of education has lowered. It’s not like it used to be. 

Marie’s lament about all the changes and the loss it has brought is evident. 
Other students also note, just like the teachers, daily frustrations with going 
to a multicultural school. They say the manners of students have changed and 
the codes of conduct have become unsure. They say that nobody is motivated 
and that no one sings the school song anymore. It is clear that students feel 
that standards have dropped, motivation is gone, and that the quality of 
education has lowered. But behind these particulars, something else has gone 
lost too for students.  

This comes to the forefront when students talk in more abstract terms 
about what is lost. They will say that the school “is not what is used to be” or 
that “sport is dying out” and “there is no more sports in the school.” Some 
rhetorically ask: “What is a school without sports?” They say similar things 
about culture. They say that it is good “to have culture” in a school, but that 
their school “does not have culture anymore.” Factually, such statements are 
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clearly wrong, as the school still has a rugby team and of course has “a 
culture.” But they hint at something else.  

What they say is that sports activities do not have the same cultural 
meaning anymore. They have lost their relevance and their value. In their 
thinking, such activities used to stand for something. They were activities that 
were valued and that shaped the school culture. So what is lost for students is 
not simply some traditions, but the ideal of what a school is supposed to 
be—an ideal in which sports, culture and discipline still matter, and are 
central to the culture of the school—school where academic and bodily 
standards are upheld and mean something to the school community.  

The students’ loss is thus both concrete and abstract. The students do not 
feel they belong to an institution they can be proud of. But contrary to the 
teachers, the students have a limited grasp of why these changes occurred. 
Almost none of the students know exactly why the school has changed, or, 
for that matter, how they can explain what has happened to the school.6 
Many of the students have noticed that every year, less white children attend 
the school, but they do not know why. Some children moved, they know, but 
others, as one of the girls noted, “Just changed schools.” Students heard 
rumors from friends in the neighborhood about the school’s bad image, and 
purported drug use and violence. One student asserts how the headmasters of 
nearby primary schools prevent white children from coming to the school. 
But nobody knows for certain.  

 
D IVIDED IN RESPONSE  

The white Afrikaans students find themselves in a completely different 
situation than their older brothers and sisters. With the teachers, they share a 
discourse of loss and they lament practices and traditions that are no longer 
present. Although the students do not know why the school changed, what 
they do know, of course, is that the changes happened at the same time as the 
new students of color entered the school. This is also evident in their 

discourse of loss. Students mention an unaccounted “they” (implicit or 
explicit) to attribute cause: “it is loud” becomes “they are loud”; “there is no 
respect” becomes “they are rude” and “they smoke in the schoolyard”; “there 
is no safety” becomes “as long as they don’t do anything to me.” Even fears 
about safety include this ghostly “they.” Some changes are attributed to the 
new students of color, rarely explicitly.  

One reason that this attribution is mostly implicit is the social norm of 
nonracism. Attributing the change and loss at the school explicitly to the 
coloured students would be considered racist. And if the white Afrikaans 
students want to prevent one label, then it is that of racist. Already they feel 
stigmatized because of the apartheid past. Students therefore tread carefully 
when they try to explain what happened to their school.  

However, the response to change and loss is decidedly different for boys 
and girls. Boys vehemently denounce what has happened to the school, much 
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more than the girls, and although they also don’t want to be seen as racist, 
they have less trouble finding whom to blame for their current woes. 
Furthermore, the boys are more disgruntled about the changes at the school 
and the situation they find themselves in. It is their identity that is most under 
stress. They not only deplore the situation, they morally condemn it, and 
rebel against it. Alex says:   

The white kids, I don’t know, but suddenly they disappeared from the 

school. You only see white people in grades 11 and 12. Most of the guys, the 

proper guys, the proper people, go to DLR and GS, because that is the more 

popular school, the more expensive school also. There won’t be any trashy 

kids there, kids with trashy background coming there destroying your life … 

you have a lot of them here. There was a guy that stabbed me with a pen. 

His father died a few years ago, and his mother died in grade 8 as well. So 

that is classified as trashy. But my mother also died a few years ago and I am 

not a rebel. I don’t do stuff like that. Stab people, and things like that.    

Alex clearly connects the changes with the new student population of “trashy 
kids” and the violent experience he had with them. Note the connections and 
oppositions Alex makes: proper people versus trashy kids; popular versus 
violent; rich versus poor. He connects class and social issues, along with 
social mobility, which he doesn’t have. Alex perceives that the school has two 
types of students: the “proper” youth, who do their work and have discipline; 
and those he categorizes the “rude and trashy” youth, who have no discipline, 
are bad-mannered, and “destroy” his life. He justifies this moral frame by 
directly challenging the idea that someone’s background and hardship should 
be taken into account if we judge someone’s immoral behavior with his 
anecdotal evidence.7 In other words, he creates a strong moral boundary 
between those two positions.  

How can we explain this strong appeal to morality? In line with the social 
norm, Alex does not speak of “black” or “coloured” kids (the two new 
groups present at school) but of “trashy kids” and still stresses that what he 
perceives as bad behavior is not necessarily caused by race but from the 
circumstances the coloureds live in. Indeed, he does not want to be seen as a 
racist. Although Alex and his friends clearly condemn the coloured and black 
students for “destroying ‘their’ school,” they will say that they are indifferent 
to the changing racial composition of the school.  

School is important for Alex. As much as he likes to hang out with his 
friends, a close group of white Afrikaans boys from his school, he also works 
hard at school. His father is a prison ward and, says Alex, “would not be 
happy if I did not do well at school.” Luckily, these days Alex is one of the 
best students at school. He often receives the first rank of his class, an honor 
that used to carry considerable prestige. Such titles do not mean much 
anymore, he says, because his school has changed. Here is what Alex says 
about the new coloured students in school:    
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The coloured guys don’t like me in the school. But I am not under the 

influence of them. I don’t smoke with them. I don’t do that with them. I 

don’t fight with them. I don’t do anything with them because I don’t like 

them at all. … The other thing about the Coloureds is that if you come into 

a class, and you do well in that class, they don’t like you. That happened to 

me this year. I moved subjects as one subject felt away. I went to the 

‘cooking class’ which is mostly black. And I became also the best in that 

class. It is all about how you do your work. You must just put effort into 

your work and then you also get good marks. I can’t talk to them because 

then they shout at me, swear at me, and throw racial names at me. I just 

walk off because I can’t call them on their racial names because then they 

call me in with the headmaster.  

Le Roux, one of Alex’s friends, has a history with other races that is different 
from the children who grew up in the city. Until the age of 10, Le Roux lived 
on a farm in the Eastern Cape with his grandfather and grandmother. He 
played with the black children on a daily basis there. Today, he uses this 
history when he talks about his concerns with the changing school. Like his 
friends, he says he does not care about the racial change at the school. He 
says:   

Well, it doesn’t bother me. I don’t care … I don’t care about how many 

white or coloured or black people are in the school. As long as I have my 

friends I’m happy … I don’t see why I have to care about it … because I’m 

not like a racist or anything. … Actually when I was like 6 or 7 till about the 

age of 10, I lived in the Eastern Cape and then … I went to like a black 

school and then I learnt to speak Xhosa and stuff like that. My best friends 

were Africans and I really miss them, because I don’t know where they are. 

Le Roux says that he does not care about the changing school, but the reason 
why he says so is because he seems to equal the changes in the school with 
the influx of students of another race. If he would care about the change, he 
seems to think, he would be seen as racist. He preempts such accusations by 
using his own personal history as proof that he is not a racist. And maybe 
they are not. But this does not mean, as we will see, that the boys are not 
preoccupied by the changing racial hierarchy at the school.  

If we consider the girls, we see a very different picture. They do not have 
such a strong moral view on the changes in the school. They do not 
straightforwardly blame the new students for the changes they experiences. 
Sometimes, they do hint implicitly and indirectly at this connection, but the 
“they” in their stories of loss often remains vague. In general, girls are more 
eloquent in explaining how the school has changed and how sad that makes 
them. Of course, just like the boys, they wrestle with interpreting change. But 
they find different solutions and different interpretations of the change. Most 
remarkably, the girls never say they do not care. Instead, loss is often named 
instead of denied.  
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Their response to change follows two different routes. On one hand, girls 
do often openly admit the sad effects change has had and in that way deal 
with the emotional consequences of loss upfront. Regularly, they will say that 
the changes are “actually sad” and that you “have to get used to it.” They will 
say they sometimes “daydream for themselves.” On the other hand, they 
interpret change more positively. They legitimize, neutralize, or nuance it. For 
instance, they will stress the necessity of the changes, or at least some of the 
changes, in school. They say that “you just cannot have an Afrikaans school 
anymore.” They say change isn’t that bad because “it is still a very good 
school” and “every school has its problems and ups and downs.” Students 

will “still learn the same thing” and the school will go on “regardless of 
color.” The girls will also say they agree “with some changes and with others 
they do not” and that now, for instance, the teachers “have time for you.”  

Both strategies make them less judgmental in their causal attribution. 
Girls do attribute the changes at school to the students at the school, but in a 
more inclusive way. For instance, Marilee says this about the school:  

The children who are in the school make it bad, and make it bad for the 

outsiders to see: “OK, look what they do when they walk to the taxi, or to 

the bus, look what they do. We can’t put our kids in that.” 

Both girls and boys are thus influenced in their talk by the social norm of 
nonracism, but to a very different extent. It is evident that in Alex’s 
dichotomous moral view, the terms “proper” and “trashy” are a stand in for 
race, for black and white. Such a difference in response makes us curious as 
to the difference in racial relationships at school. The questions why Alex and 
his friends respond so differently to loss, and whether this different response 
ultimately derives from a different experience of loss or from a different 
response to loss, can only be answered if we analyze their talk more closely. 
Particularly their race talk: what does it means—at least to them—to be a 
small group of white boys in a school dominated by coloured and black boys? 

13.4 RACE TALK 

How to deal with the change and the loss, and to develop new relationships 
with the racial other? How to respond to the new coloured and black majority 
at school? It is evident that the boys and girls have found very different 
answers to these questions at Groot Trek, and their racial talk should be 
analyzed to investigate why this is. With the new coloured majority, all white 
students have to reposition themselves. Depending on who we take as our 
guide, these changes have been not so big or more radical. If the boys are to 
be believed, their position changed radically and racial relationships have been 
antagonistic; if the girls are to be believed as well, not much changed at all, 
and they now have friendly racial relationships. Gender matters when it 
comes to racial relationships at Groot Trek.     
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WE HAVE TO STAND TOGETHER  

If Alex and his friends are to be believed, the problem with racial 
relationships at school is not so much that they do not like the new coloured 
boys in the school, but rather the opposite: that the coloureds do not like him 
and his friends. They say the new social norm of nonracism gives the 
coloured boys a new edge: they are able to discriminate against white boys, 
while white boys cannot discriminate against them. The boys feel that with 
the new composition in school, they are regularly challenged and even 
harassed. Alex says: 

They (the coloured students) don’t want to hang with you. You are seen as a 

whitey. They blame us for apartheid. Now they don’t want to be friends with 

us … I know that. They call you a whitey and stuff like that. And you can’t 

call them on their racial names, because then you are a racist. You keep you 

mouth shut and stay out of their way. Not that you are scared of them. 

There can be a context where you call them on their racial name … It 

happens every day, in the hallway and stuff if you knock one of them, the 

leader of the group will say to you, “Hey whitey, kom net myn pad uit” (get out 

of my way) … It is a daily experience, but I’m used to it now. I’ve been here 

for four years now. 

The power has turned, and Alex clearly voices his discontent about how the 
changing social norm in the school works to his disadvantage, both verbally 
and physically. He is confronted with intimidation by coloured boys and feels 
he has to keep a low profile. He is literally being pushed around. Recently, 
Alex and his friends had to move from their favorite place in the courtyard, 
because of a group of coloured boys that wanted their place. It is evident he 
feels he is now in the disadvantaged position. He says he isn’t scared, but it is 
clear he is affected. The coloured boys at school, who often come from the 
more rough neighborhoods in Cape Town, have the upper hand.  

Although Alex and his friends now hang out with only white friends, they 

have not grown up doing so. They weren’t born in one of Cape Town’s 
relatively safe, all-white neighborhoods and growing up, many experienced 
tough crime incidents. Nor was their primary school all-white. They often 
were part of mixed-race groups doing activities; for instance, Alex with his 
BMX bike riders. Also, much more than the girls at school, the boys hang out 
in the racially mixed neighborhoods surrounding the school. Every now and 
then, they go to bars, including what they call “coloured” bars. They drive 
themselves to their after-school jobs where they work with coloured clients, 
and explore the streets just hanging out. In other words, they have always 
hung out with coloureds, and until recently they weren’t known at school for 
racism. It is also true that even today, the racial boundaries aren’t completely 
closed. The boys often make jokes with their classmates across the color line, 
playing on stereotypes and prejudices across the racial divide. What is it, then, 
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that makes these boys at 16 such rebels and hold such a strong antagonistic 
narrative?  

For one, their attitude has to with group dynamics, and the composition 
of his group in particular. Some of the dynamics changed when a new boy, 
Victor, joined Alex and his friends after he moved to Cape Town from 
Witbank, where he attended a mostly white school. Although he hardly 
speaks up, he is the most radical of the boys, and often makes racial jokes.8 
But it would be too simple to argue he simple “infected” the other boys with 
his prejudices or “set them on the wrong path.” In fact, talking about racial 
prejudices, Viktor says that he learned at Groot Trek that many of his 

prejudices about coloureds were not true. He says: 

Um … mainly … I used to think that they … they’re lazy and they didn’t 

want to work and stuff like that, but that’s not true; they’re just as equal as I 

am, so yeah…They’re not actually lazy … Like I said, they’re better than me 

and stuff like that … I think … if you’re clever you’re clever … if you’re not 

lazy you’re not lazy. I admit, I’m lazy and I know it and I’m not that smart. 

Victor, “the racist,” affirms that many of his prejudices did not turn out to be 
true. It seems, therefore, that the boys’ position has less to do with prejudices, 
and with Victor’s influence on it, but rather has to do with something else: 
how boys determine their hierarchy in school through physical challenges and 
how the white boys lost position in the school hierarchy.  

Victor is most respected by the boys for being a tough fighter. And 
fighting matters for boys at school, and certainly for these boys. Alex and his 
friends have a specific storyline that they use to interpret the changes at the 
school, and fights play an important part in it. When they arrived at school, 
they say, back in grade 8, they were “young and innocent” but through 
various (violent) incidents, they have “learned their lesson.” The boys say that 
now, after what they have gone through, they have learned to “stand 
together” and to “stand up” for each other. They are a group that looks after 
themselves. Such a storyline signifies not only how the boys feel (or have felt) 
threatened at school, but also that they are now longer the dominant racial 
group at school. Not even now, when they are older and in the highest 
grades, the boys feel they are “ruling” the school.  

As a consequence, in their racial talk the boys constantly challenge the 
new hierarchy. They try to subvert the new hierarchy by accusations that 
coloureds are “posers” and “not for real.” Chris says: 

There’s a lot more people who think they can rule the school, students who 

think, yeah, they’re the boss and nobody should mess with them and stuff 

and try and show that they’re the man … and in the old day, like when in 

grade 8 everyone was getting along fine and everything, and now it’s like … 

it’s not like gangsterism and stuff .It’s people that try to be gangsters … they 

try and act and be something that they’re not. And maybe that’s the problem 
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with this school. It’s people who try to be something that they’re not and 

then it causes trouble in the school and stuff. 

Chris argues that the new boys only try to act like gangsters. He thereby 
suggests that they have not obtained power and the upper hand in school—
they only play for power. It is talk to suggest that coloureds are inauthentic 
and that they are not the bosses at school. They only like “to play” the boss, 
they say. This talk is also translated in racial terms. They like to speak of a 
“coconut” for someone who acts like a coloured but has a white skin and 
they speak of a “bounty” for a coloured who acts like a white person. Both 
types of behavior are strongly disapproved of by the boys. 

The boys also stress that discipline has to be reinstalled in the school. In 
this way, they say, everybody will have “their place” and know “what he 
should do.” This call for discipline echos one of the teachers, but contrasts 
sharply with the behavior of the boys in and outside of class. Often, they are 
the most active disrupters of the classroom. Particularly some of the new 
coloured teachers are relentlessly teased and bullied by the boys.9 The call for 
discipline should therefore be read as a wish for the past; a time in which they 
still had their top position. They don’t desire discipline, at least not literally. 
They desire their old place in school—at the top of the school hierarchy, the 
place they have lost—to be restored. 

 
BUT WE ARE ALL TH E SAM E  

The story most girls tell about race is remarkably different. Maybe it is not 
even so much of a story the girls tell. Rather, they have a set of bridging 
arguments in their race talk to argue that they think everybody at school is the 
same. What ties their stories together is neither moral condemnation of the 
newcomers nor complaints about loss of power and racial inauthenticity. 
Rather, they present a variety of arguments to argue for equality between 
students and for the value of sameness. They practice a discourse of diversity.  

Girls have various arguments to suggest all people are the same. Girls will 
say things like “you are who you are” and that whether they like you does not 
depend on what language you speak. They say that everybody has the same 
problems and talks about similar things, because on the inside “everybody is 
the same.” They know the prejudices—and they counter them. Nobody 
should be judged based on the outside. They say that “you shouldn’t judge a 
book by its cover” and that they don’t judge by the color of your skin. 
Instead, they are also positive about the value of diversity. They say they like 
to learn about cultures. With friendships, they express pragmatism. Marilee, 
for instance, says: 

You can be white, black, or coloured. It really doesn’t matter to me. It’s 

about how you feel about the person. You can be pink for all I care. If we 

get along, if we click, then I’m going to be friends with you. 



LOSS AND SHAME : 223 

 

 

Girls thus see their fellow coloured students in a very different light. There is 
no hint of a jockeying for power, no sense of a loss of status or position. 
Again and again, they stress sameness and equality. Race is said not to be an 
issue anymore. Although a few girls can be caught on expressing prejudices, 
the girls equally argue they often feel uncomfortable with other people’s 
prejudices. They sometimes feel they have to police other people. Rochelle 
says:  

I felt ashamed a number of times, by the way other people act or the way 

they talk about blacks or coloureds or Muslims or whichever different 

religions. Then I feel ashamed of them, because they don’t want to try to get 

to know these people … they’re judging them before they get to know them 

… it’s like judging a book by its cover. I mean some of the plainest books 

can be the most interesting … and that sort of happens regularly, no matter 

what color your skin. 

Rochelle openly acknowledges that she is ashamed. She elegantly pleads 
against any racism with the metaphor that you should not judge a book by its 
cover. Why girls talk so differently about race as boys is something I will 
discuss in the conclusion. But it is clear that this gender difference also has 
repercussions for the youths’ dealings with their ethnic identity, their 
Afrikaner identity, and the burden of apartheid. Again, we see the boys talk 
and act in a very different way than girls, at least, at Groot Trek. 

13.5 CULTURE TALK  

In post-apartheid South Africa, much of what used to be official Afrikaner 
culture has become discredited, because of its racist undertones. Moreover, 
Afrikaner itself as a label has become discredited. At Groot Trek, what used 
to be a wide display of Afrikaner cultural practices has all but disappeared. 
The school itself is rapidly on its way to becoming fully English. History 
classes are now about the struggle against apartheid. The story of die Groot 
Trek of the Afrikaners, to the North, is hardly known among the students. If 
you would speak to the teachers, you would hardly guess there once was a 
thriving Afrikaner culture in the school. But there is also the weight of the 
history of apartheid. Up until a certain point, also, all white Afrikaans 
students at the school feel a sense of guilt and shame in connection to the 
apartheid era, but boys and girls acknowledge and verbalize these feelings 
differently. 

 
REAPPROPRIATING AF RIKANERSCHAP  

Both boys and girls are aware that Afrikaans as public language is under 
pressure in South Africa. They speak of Afrikaans as having “no use” and 
that the language is “dying out.” But they also feel, and stress, the burden 
their generation carries. The common storyline used to convey the injustice 
felt of this burden in their narratives is that they were only 4, 5, or 6 years old 
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during the abolishment of apartheid. They feel they cannot be guilty of 
something that their parents, or even their grandparents, did. Students see 
apartheid as a wrong act for which the actual culprits—the older 
generations—should feel guilty. At least, that is how they construe their first 
response toward questions of collective guilt. But again, the girls in their 
response go much further to investigate the question why they should feel 
guilty or not. More curiously is, given the facts about Afrikaans and the 
awareness of guilt, the boys are still very much interested in their Afrikaner 
identity.  

For boys, being an “Afrikaner” is very much alive. At Groot Trek, the 

boys are obsessed with their Afrikaner past. They love to play around with 
the “forbidden” symbols of the past. This reappropriation of Afrikaner 
symbols causes quite a stir with the school management. It almost seems as if 
the primary means for Alex and his group to engage with the racist history of 
their ethnic group, was to rebel in school. On their hands, you would see pen 
drawings of old Afrikaner crosses. On their phones, they would have signs of 
old Nationalist Afrikaner flags. During the yearly sports day, they had named 
their team provocatively the AWB, an abbreviation of the Afrikaner 
Weerstandsbeweging, a right-wing Afrikaner group erected in the 1970s but 
which is still active today. And the boys loved discussing Afrikaner history 
with each other and the teachers. At school it seemed to be their favorite way 
to rebel. They knew such signs are disapproved of by the staff, but they will 
go a long way to argue for their legitimacy, and the staff has a difficult time 
reining them in. For instance, after an initial debate and refusal, the AWB 
team in the end was allowed to participate at the sports day.  

How to understand this rebellious use of the ethnic past? To analyze their 
engagement with the past a little deeper, I again bring up the boys’ responses 
to an Afrikaans song that had become immensely popular at the time of 
research (spring 2007), the song “De La Rey” from the singer Bok van Blerk. 
The song’s lyrics caused a stir in South Africa because it seemed implicitly a 
call for new Afrikaner leaders, a call with nationalistic undertones. The 
response to the song by the boys is revealing, and therefore is discussed in 
depth. Not only because it again showed how gender matters, but it also 
signals how the boys’ experiences and emotions at school are connected to 
the wider world, the media, and the hype about the song.  

Most girls at Groot Trek shrugged their shoulders about the meaning and 
importance of the song. Marie, for instance, said this about it: “I think it is 
just another Afrikaans song.” This was different for the boys. With Alex and 
his friends, however, the song touched a raw nerve. Le Roux, Alex’s friend 
who worked with him at the clothing store, remembers when the song came 
out. He says: 

When that song “De La Rey” came out, I saw in the media how many white 

people are still there, and are very proud of their culture. That’s when I 



LOSS AND SHAME : 225 

 

 

became more aware of it, not because of what “De La Rey” had done or 

whatever. It is because I saw all the white people who are proud of their 

culture so I also became more proud. Before I wasn’t that bothered about it 

… it hadn’t interested me so much.  

Surprisingly, maybe, that from what Le Roux says, it is evident that his 
Afrikaner identity had not always had his interest. Rather, Le Roux suggests 
that the song came at a very particular time for him, at a moment the changes 
at the school started to really affect him. Tellingly, also, Le Roux downplays 
the historical references of the song. He argues that what influenced him was 
the media’s portrayal of the response of the Afrikaner community: the way 
the song seemed to speak to the feelings of a great many Afrikaners. The 
media showed him that as an Afrikaner, he could still “feel pride of his 
culture.” Le Roux felt his culture could still be respected. In other words, as a 
white Afrikaner, he felt recognized.  

But there is another aspect to the reaction to the song too, which does 
not so much have to do with feeling recognized, as with feelings of 
belonging. Le Roux says that the image of “all those white people” made him 
also “feel safe.” He realized at the time, he says, that he was “not alone.” This 
suggests that the song’s resonance in the community is intimately connected 
to his experiences at Groot Trek. He says:  

Obviously, when you sit in a class with a lot of English people you don’t feel 

that, well … you feel teruggetrokke (withdrawn) but when there are more 

Afrikaans then you feel more at home, so that’s the main reason. 

The song helped Le Roux to no longer feel alone. It helped him also feel at 
home again at school. But this has not been an individual process for him. All 
the boys, Le Roux says, were equally touched by the song. And the song 
strengthened the bond between them. Le Roux says: 

My friends, all of them … I feel we all realized it at the same time as the 

song came up … it was actually at one braai we all stood and sang the song, 

sang out loud, showing that we’re proud of it and that we didn’t care if they 

know that we are showing that we are proud of our culture or whatever. 

The song obviously touched on the boys’ need for recognition and belonging 
at school and in society. But there is something remarkably indignant about 
the way Le Roux phrases the experience of singing the song. He presents it 
not only as an experience of feeling together, but also as an act of resistance, 
maybe even of defiance. He presents it as an act to show the world they still 
are proud. He stresses his indifference to what the outside world thinks of 
them. He says they didn’t care if they knew that they were showing that “we 
are proud of our culture.” According to him, this was the appropriate way to 
show that Afrikaners are still there, and are still proud, and are indifferent to 
what other people think of them. In other words, as much as the song 
seemed to touch the boys in their feelings of alienation, they use it in an 
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aggressive way to demand respect for who they are. The boys show a similar 
angry and aggressive response when they speak of consequences of apartheid. 
Le Roux says: 

I think that they should feel responsible, the people who done it… I still feel 

… how would I say … angry at it … because it is my forefathers who have 

done it … and people look at me in a different way because they have done 

it, now they think I’m the same, but actually I’m not. I’m angry at the 

situation that I’m in. That they are picking on us for what they have done. 

On the question whether he feels responsible for what happened during 
apartheid, Le Roux both acknowledges the responsibility of the older 
generation and dismisses his own responsibility. What is most revealing about 
Le Roux’s angry statement is how it mixes three separate issues and connects 
them together: his possible responsibility for what happened in the past, his 
anger about the generation before him, and the stigma that therefore is 
attached to him. He is angered by the difficulty of getting rid of the stigma, 
even though he assures himself that he knows he is different.10  

This does not mean, however, that the boys are unaware of the hardship 
of blacks and coloureds. As we already saw with Alex, the boys know that 
many coloureds have grown up in difficult circumstances. Chris, the most 
reflective of the boys, says he sometimes wonders why coloureds live in such 
dire circumstances. Speaking about how he feels about what Afrikaners have 
done in the past, he says:  

Sometimes, when I see how people struggle and what their lives are like, like 

shacks and stuff, squatter camps and stuff … how did it originate? Where 

did it come from? … Most from apartheid … those people couldn’t get jobs 

and their children couldn’t have their education and now they’re sitting there 

with children, without food, shelter or anything and then they must suffer 

the consequences and … it’s almost like it was a stupid decision. Why do 

that? Why can’t everybody just be equal? Sometimes I feel ashamed … it’s 

like almost you don’t want to think about it, because whenever you think 

about it you start getting depressed and then you start feeling ashamed, so 

it’s like you try to avoid it and try to just go on with your life … they have 

problems but you have problems as well … you have to concentrate on your 

life and not worry about theirs. 

Chris gives an eloquent explanation why he only rarely thinks about what 
Afrikaner people have done to others in the country. He knows it must have 
been apartheid that still causes all the hardship, and he obviously feels bad 
about it. But thinking about other people’s problems only makes you more 
“depressed” and “ashamed.” In the end, he simply says that the boys have 

their own struggles too. It seems an honest statement about the reality of the 
lower middle class across the racial divide.  

One of the struggles the boys face, and one that angers them in particular, 
are the new government programs for affirmative action. Le Roux is very 
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clear about his discontent and the feeling that the programs are unfair. He 
says:  

Because of affirmative action, it is more difficult for my friends and me to 

get a job. It is just a fact. My old friends, some of them, that are working age 

now, they are battling to get the jobs that they want…And the universities, if 

they give bursaries and stuff, 80 percent has to be to black people and the 

other 20 percent has to be coloured or white. So yeah, they would choose 

one of them before they choose you, which I think is unfair. 

The opposition against affirmative action is uniformly shared amongst boys 
and girls. Maybe the boys are only more adamant in their resistance to it. But 

they speak of it in similar language. It is seen as “unfair” when referring to 
their choices of jobs and education. It is the investment of boys in 
Afrikanerdom that really sets them apart from the girls.  

 
D I S INVESTM ENT IN AF RIKANERS KAP .   

When asked about their Afrikaner identity, girls will tell you it is sad that 
Afrikaans is used less and less in South Africa. But they do not seem to mind 
that loss all that much. Girls notice that “culture” is disappearing out of the 
school but they also stress the cultural differences between the coloured and 
white Afrikaners are not that big. Often, they do not give specific reasons 
why their interest in Afrikaner identity is limited. Rochelle, for instance, says 
that she thinks it is just not important in what she calls the “real world” 

If you go out into the real world, Afrikaans is fading away. You have to talk 

English for instance or another language. But Afrikaans, you can’t just stay 

Afrikaans, and talk Afrikaans the whole time, because it’s not going to get 

you far. 

Rochelle is not just neutral toward Afrikaans. She seems to accept that 
Afrikaans cannot hold its dominant position in South Africa. In general, girls 
tend to connect questions of responsibility, guilt and shame, and the possible 
stigma that causes these feelings less easily. They also do not connect these 
questions directly to the downside of the new affirmative action programs. 
To the question whether Rochelle felt responsibility or shame for the 
apartheid years, she says: 

Um … not responsible, but ashamed. I actually find it difficult. When they 

talk about the past and things that happened and things that happened to 

people, whether they were black or white…it makes me feel ashamed…it 

makes you feel ashamed that there was such a thing as apartheid…it’s 

just…I couldn’t really give examples but there have been times that I felt 

apartheid wasn’t right. 

13.6 CONCLUSION 

Die Groot Trek School has radically and racially changed—from 
desegregation to resegregation within a decade. This provides the essential 
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institutional context to interpret the talk and behavior of Alex and his friends: 
the condemnations of non-white students, the re-appropriation of 
Afrikanerdom, and the rigid moral boundaries are all connected to the loss of 
meaning they experience at school, and their shameful response to it. Die 
Groot Trek School saw rapid change, which challenged the school’s practices 
economically, socially, and culturally. Economically, the school is strapped for 
money, as many new students are unable to afford the relative low school 
fees. Socially, teachers struggle to adjust to the new influx of students, who 
have very different economic and cultural backgrounds. Culturally, customs at 
school, like singing the school anthem and practicing school sports like rugby, 

are under pressure. Some customs have disappeared. The majority of teachers 
are still white and Afrikaans. They needed to adjust to change and loss—and 
explain it to themselves—without the racialized explanations they might have 
relied on in the past. The staff seems to have accepted the loss of white 
students, but without adopting many changes to the school’s institutional 
practices.  

The Afrikaans students lament the changes at school, and the feeling of 
loss it brings. They experience this loss practically and symbolically. 
Extracurricular activities like sports and arts have disappeared. But also more 
ephemeral things like the status of academic excellence seem to have melted 
in thin air. For the lower-middle-class students, school is no longer an object 
of reference and prestige—a cultural symbol invested with pride. It no longer 
functions as an anchor point for a positive, cultural discourse; a source for 
belonging or a secure identity. Students fail to comprehend why the changes 
have fallen upon them. They struggle to cope with the loss, to manage the 
turmoil of feelings it brings, in part, because they are ashamed about what 
happened to the school. Although the students are all challenged by these 
changes, boys and girls have found very different emotion management 
strategies. 

In response to the loss and shame, the boys opt for a rebellious stand. 
They take an aggressive posture that masks their feelings and cultural 
dislocation. Their response is a tale of integration gone wrong. In search of 
identity, they reclaim their Afrikaner ethnicity to harness a masculine 
response to their status loss and cultural confusion. In the past, schools 
provided Afrikaner boys a solid masculine identity, in which they would be 
praised for their academic and athletic performances. They have lost that 
status. Today, they struggle to compete for dominance and prestige with the 
coloured and black boys; boys who are often more streetwise and form the 
majority. The boys respond to their feelings of impotency with masculine 
assertions about independence and moral superiority. By contrast, the girls 
acknowledge their feelings of loss and shame, about the school but also about 
the Afrikaner past. As a consequence, they are able to adapt more 
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successfully, not by ignoring the loss they experience, but by pushing 
themselves to accept the changed school. 



 

 



 

 

 

PART 5: Conclusion 





 

 

 

14. The Unequal Burden of Cultural Trauma 

14.1 INTRODUCTION  

Dramatic political events like the end of apartheid have a long aftermath. 
Sociologists have long been interested in the dynamic of revolutions, wars, 
genocides, and democratic transitions (Hinton, 2002; Mann, 2005; Skocpol, 
1994). However, recent attention has also shifted to the sociology of the 
aftermath of such events (Erikson, 1976, 1995; Eyerman, 2004; Kaplan, 2005; 
Minow, 1999; Olick, 1999; Olick & Robbins, 1998; Robben & Suárez-
Orozco, 2000). I aimed to contribute to this literature.  

This study presented detailed analysis of the stories of many Afrikaner 
men, women, girls, and boys regarding how they experienced changes after 
apartheid at work, at home, and in school. The focus of these stories was the 
central moral promise of South Africa’s transition: the ability of the white 
Afrikaans minority to change their racist culture, to adapt and make a home 
in the new South Africa. This promise of change is a central concern in the 
post-apartheid literature about Afrikaners, in which individual stories 

illuminate the cultural confusion and emotional ramifications of this moral 
challenge.  

My goal was to examine this promise through a sociological study that 
explores the tensions between the various claims about the situation of 
Afrikaners after apartheid and ask: What is the burden of apartheid? Is 
apartheid even relevant in the analysis of Afrikaners? Are Afrikaners still a 
privileged white community or a culturally traumatized people? How are the 
demands for cultural change and the defense of economic privilege 
connected? Such inquiries reflect the close connections between questions of 
identity and culture and their emotional ramifications. In this study I wanted 
to apply the arsenal of cultural sociological theories and concepts to clarify 
how the apartheid past still plays a role in present-day South Africa and the 
lives of Afrikaners. 
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In chapter 2, I argued for an approach beyond the idiosyncratic individual 
stories and the broad societal developments: a meso-level approach. On one 
hand, the macro-level perspective makes broad cultural claims about 
Afrikaners, whether it is the economic, political, or cultural viewpoint. On the 
other hand, studies of individual Afrikaners treat them as agents devoid of 
changing societal context. An institutional, meso-level perspective is the most 
productive level of analysis to untangle cultural and emotional issues without 
losing sight of the broader political-economic dynamics.  

In chapter 3, competing theories about what it means to come to terms 
with the past and the present provided their own theoretical conundrums. 

Cultural trauma theory offers a theoretical and empirical toolkit to untangle 
cultural and emotional issues that connect the past to the present. If used in 
combination with insights from race, whiteness, and postcolonial studies, 
cultural trauma theory provides an empirically grounded approach, if 
combined with the right methodology.  

Indeed, while the many individual stories are the basis of my analysis, 
they were never idiosyncratic and unrelated. In each chapter, I analyzed these 
stories against the background of a specific institution and in the context of a 
specific group of people. The question was: How did this particular group in 
this institutional context experience change? These different case studies 
showed not only variation but also regularities. I was able to show how the 
experience of change shifts regularly with different perspectives, and that 
categories of class, gender, and generation play a large role. 

Finally, in chapter 4 I contended that an intersectional analysis alone 
contributes little other than a direction of investigation. It only becomes 
productive when used in combination with cultural sociology and the 
sociology of emotions. By comparing men to women and the upper class 
with the middle class, cultural mechanisms might be exposed for being driven 
by emotions, and gender or racial discourses are revealed as class issues. 
Categories like race, class, and gender shape the landscape of culture. In a 
cultural analysis, however, hierarchies of class, gender, and generation are 
often overlooked or not taken sufficiently into consideration. My anatomy of 
intersections contributes to cultural analysis in a two-step process. It first 
provides a way to critically examine the layered character of identities, and 
then helps to uncover the cultural and emotional mechanisms (rather than, 
say, mechanisms related to masculinity or class issues) or how these 
mechanisms work in tandem with each other. In other words, rather than 
simply adding categories to an institutional or cultural analysis, it strengthens 
the explanatory power of such analysis. 
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14.2 BELONGING IN THE INSTITUTIONAL LANDSCAPE  

This study juxtaposed the vivid self-images of Afrikaners against the canvas 
of shifting institutional landscapes in post-apartheid South Africa. But 
institutions were not just “background” to the stories of Afrikaners. They 
actively shape and constitute identities and feelings of belonging. Jessop 
argues that institutions stabilize the cognitive, normative, and emotional 
expectations of people by shaping and promoting a common worldview 
(Jessop, 2007; Moulaert & Jessop, 2009). Institutional change destabilizes 
worldviews and shapes new ones. In the previous chapters, I also studied 
how Afrikaners respond to multiracialism and new economic policies by the 

ANC, Black Economic Empowerment, and affirmative action. How do 
Afrikaners experience these developments in the changing neoliberal 
institutional landscape in the spheres of work, living, and school? In my 
institutional analysis, I emphasized three specific aspects: (1) the 
developments in the different institutional spheres after 1994; (2) the 
dominance of certain discursive themes related to these developments; (3) the 
emergence of new individual praxises.   

 
WORK  

On the institutional level, the economic agreements solidified during the 
democratic transition enshrined a series of neoliberal policy principles in law 
that have proven durable ever since: the protection of private property, 
participation in the World Trade Organization, the breakdown of trade 
barriers, debt servicing, the dominance of private-sector partnerships, and 
protection of intellectual property rights (Bond, 2000; Gumede, 2007). 
Overall, the wealthy, employed, and well-educated white population of South 
Africa, including Afrikaners, has benefitted financially from this arrangement 
(Leibbrandt, 2010). At the discursive level, I showed in chapter 4 how the 
Afrikaner business elite, through organizations like the Afrikaanse 
Handelsinstituut, accompanied the economic transition with a positive cultural 

narrative about change and pride in the transition. Moreover, in a number of 
strategic organizational moves (engagement with the democratic transition, a 
submission to the TRC, the cooperation with black business councils, and the 
appointment of non-white leaders), the organization repositioned itself in the 
political-economic landscape as an “agent of change” and has now become a 
legitimate partner for the ANC government. However, the AHI has never 
given up its Afrikaner roots or transformed its local network of business 
chambers, which is still dominated by white Afrikaners. In chapter 5, I 
showed that most Afrikaner entrepreneurs experience that praxis at work has 

not noticeably changed.  
By contrast, institutional change has affected lower-middle-class 

Afrikaners very negatively. The early introduction of affirmative action in 
former state companies, in combination with their privatization and 
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restructuring, has rapidly transformed the workplace for lower-middle-class 
Afrikaners. Racial integration has been rapid and Afrikaners are now a 
minority in the company. Their daily lives have been transformed and they 
feel resentment. The reason for resentment is not a lack of employment but 
the changed experience of work. Employment remains relatively high among 
the white lower middle class, compared to their non-white counterparts 
(Habib, 2008b). In chapter 6, I analyzed how the labor union Solidarity seized 
on the opportunity of the threat of affirmative action and the challenge for 
the lower middle class to adapt to racial integration at work. Although the 
organization was a supporter of apartheid until the mid-1990s, it no longer 

practices a discourse of white supremacy. A new discourse posits the 
Afrikaner as a threatened minority, whose language and citizenship rights are 
trampled upon by a hostile ANC government, but who deserve to belong in 
the new South Africa.  

The discursive emphasis on belonging resonates with the lower middle 
class who feel alienated at work because of institutional praxis changes. As I 
showed in chapter 7, the new norms and rules, related to affirmative action 
policies, challenge the men’s norms of meritocracy, fairness, and 
nondiscrimination. They feel their experience and skills are no longer valued. 
New antidiscrimination laws cause the men to struggle to socialize with their 
nonwhite coworkers. As companies like Eskom and Telkom struggle 
economically, the men no longer positively identify with their companies’ 
praxis.  

 
L IVING  

In part 3, I show that the institutional dynamic of living changed 
unexpectedly after 1994 for both the upper and lower middle classes. During 
apartheid, urban segregation was a policy enforced and sanctioned by the 
state. All white Afrikaners lived in a “white world” but this “world” was 
transformed after apartheid. However, ironically, the urban landscape did not 

desegregate but was resegregated by private citizens and real estate 
companies. As the state lost its grip on urban development, the combined 
forces of rising crime, privatization, and decentralization created a new 
fragmented urban landscape. Walls, fences, and gates have carved up the 
former capital of apartheid, Pretoria, and transformed the urban landscape 
into a patchwork of private communities. In the neoliberal era, urban 
segregation is reinscribed by those individuals who could bear the costs, but 
more so based on class and not necessarily along racial lines. Afrikaners who 
can afford it have moved to gated communities like Golden Sun. As I 
described in chapter 10, these communities are not marked by racial 
segregation but by a new security and aesthetic regime based on exclusion. 
The Afrikaner lower middle class, who are unable to afford these new lifestyle 
communities, remain “stuck” in the city.1  
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Specifically, I highlighted the aesthetic themes dominant in the discourses 
of both classes of women. In chapter 9, I showed that lower-middle-class 
women’s Afrikaner discourse revolves around a city that is in decline and 
which has become a place that is dangerous and dirty. The women emphasize 
their negative experiences in public spaces and public transportation. 
Everything public has become “disgusting.” The upper-class women of 
Golden Sun also view the city as decaying, chaotic, and scary, but they are 
able to avoid the city altogether. Whatever they think of the city, it no longer 
dominates the negativity about living there. Instead, a new conversation about 
the importance of securitization, privatization, and aesthetic beauty dominates 

their discussions about living behind the gate. The women in the gated 
community have a positive aesthetic image of their community. Inside the 
gates, the world looks beautiful and cared for—a model world for the new 
South Africa. Most importantly, both groups of women do not 
predominantly discuss crime and fear, nor does the fear of crime distinguish 
those inside the gates from those outside, as some observers have argued.  

On the level of institutional praxis, living has changed radically for 
Afrikaner upper- and lower-middle-class women. For the lower middle class, 
most changes have been negative, in the form of degradation of public space 
and the restrictions of movement and activities they put on themselves 
because of fear of crime. They have withdrawn from public spaces, they have 
altered their commutes to avoid dangerous situations and places, and they no 
longer use the urban parks as they used to. For upper-class Afrikaners, the 
gated community has in part solidified old apartheid practices. The tight 
regulations of behavior and movement in such communities eerily resemble 
the old apartheid laws—with the exception that the white upper class has 
now subjected themselves to the strict regime of security checks, use of 
private space, and community rules. Nevertheless, both groups of women 
experience home as haven. For lower-middle-class women, home is still a 
quiet place away from work. They feel they have control at home and can 
relax; they feel freed from the demands of a multicultural work environment. 
At home they experience a sense of authenticity, the feeling that they can “be 
themselves.” The upper-class women describe the gated community also as 
home. Inside the gate, they feel at home because the place looks beautiful, 
functions well, and allows them to feel carefree. Home is, for both groups, a 
retreat from the multicultural reality of South Africa.   

 
SCHOOL  

The institutional dynamic of schools, in part 4, was discussed in terms of 
desegregation and integration. The two former single-medium Afrikaans 
schools presented two very different pictures of the consequences of these 
processes in educational institutions. On the surface, the schools traveled a 
similar path, as the two schools in Cape Town desegregated in the early 1990s 
and consequently became racially integrated. However, the first school, De La 
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Rey, is still predominantly a white, Afrikaans elite high school in Cape Town, 
belonging to the top schools in the Western Cape. Since 1994, it has 
desegregated but held control over the influx of non-white students through 
high school fees and preselection of students. Die Groot Trek, on the other 
hand, has gone through a radical process of resegregation. At the time of 
research there was only a small contingent of white Afrikaans students left in 
the upper grades.2   

As a consequence, institutional praxis at De La Rey has hardly changed 
since 1994. The quest for academic excellence and athletic prestige is still at 
the heart of school policies, while its Afrikaans character is proudly 

propounded by the staff. The hierarchical organization of classes further 
assures that the majority of white Afrikaans students have little to no contact 
in class with their colored fellow students. At Die Groot Trek, however, the 
consequences of desegregation have eroded many school practices, both 
economically and culturally, although the white Afrikaans teacher corps does 
everything it can to prevent this. The conditions for integration that result at 
both schools are completely different. But the surprise lies at the discursive 
level: whereas the upper-class white Afrikaans girls at De La Rey speak a new 
positive discourse of diversity and multiculturalism, the lower-middle-class 
boys at Die Groot Trek reassert the old Afrikaner ideas of essentialist ethnic 
identities.  

 
BEYOND NATIONALISM :  A  NEOLIBERAL POSTCOLONIAL HOM E?    

Neoliberal developments have implications for belonging, and for the politics 
of race and identity. Before 1994, national belonging was the overriding 
theme of belonging to Afrikaners. This has changed with the collapse of 
Afrikaner nationalism, which was the political home of Afrikaners for over 50 
years. As new institutions have become more important sources for 
belonging, the old institutions became more fragile and unreliable sources of 
identification. Neoliberalism erodes what we commonly understand as 

“society” and remakes the familiar spaces of work, neighborhood, and 
school. For upper-class Afrikaners, neoliberalism provides stable new 
institutions, like gated communities and desegregated semiprivatized schools 
that are hardly integrated. These new postcolonial homes give rise to new 
cultural discourses about diversity, privatization, securitization, and aesthetic 
order. However, the old institutional arrangements of work, living, and school 
no longer provide a stable or certain foundation for belonging and identity 
for the lower-middle-class Afrikaners. Former public companies are 
struggling, public spaces degenerate, and poorly financed public schools are 
overwhelmed by the demands of racial integration.  

It is against the background of these eroding institutions that we have to 
interpret the experience and response of Afrikaners’ lower middle class to 
multiracial South Africa.  
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Post-apartheid neoliberalism is diametrically opposed to Afrikaner 
nationalism, whose force was built on alliances among Afrikaners. As 
neoliberalism increasingly creates an unequal landscape, the lower classes of 
Afrikaners struggle more. Ironically, the more that former public companies, 
public amenities, and public education come under pressure in post-apartheid 
South Africa, the more the Afrikaner lower middle class resents having to rely 
upon them. They also resort to alternative privatized options, if they have the 
means. Moreover, as neoliberalism hollows out institutions, the ANC’s 
policies of racial redress further squeeze lower-middle-class Afrikaners. They 
bear the brunt of the challenge to work in newly racially integrated work 

environments, to adapt to overused urban services, and to open up and study 
together with non-white youth. The politics of identity among Afrikaners 
cannot be studied without the neoliberal institutional background; its impact 
on race, class, and generations is crucial. 

14.3 WHAT AFRIKANER? AN ANATOMY OF INTERSECTIONS  

This study is based on interviews with individual Afrikaners, with their 
individual opinions and stories, but these stories all take place at the 
intersection of class, gender, and generation. Apart from an institutional 
perspective, this study presented an intersectional analysis. Recall how I 

outlined in chapter 1 how class, gender, and generation matter for the analysis 
of Afrikaners after apartheid. Now I will systematically compare these 
categories.  

I start this comparison with a commonality of all Afrikaners: the fixation 
on race. Race, for Afrikaners, seems unavoidable. Whether the Afrikaners I 
spoke to were rich or middle class, men or women, in almost every topic of 
conversation we heard the echoes of race—in the conversations about work, 
in their experience of home, and in their interpretation of changing schools. 
Afrikaners are “racialized subjects” who live race as they talk, act, and 
interact. Durrheim and colleagues call this dominance “race trouble,” an apt 
term for the constant undertow of racial anxieties in everyday life (Durrheim 
et al., 2011, p. 84).3 Even though Afrikaners share this fixation, I argue that it 
is the differences based on class, gender, and generation that present a new 
way of seeing the function of race in Afrikaners’ everyday lives today. Indeed, 
it is not the presence of race that has changed, but Afrikaners’ internalization, 
reappropriations, and reconfigurations of race. The intersectional analysis 
provides a systematic framework to analyse the experience of Afrikaners’ 
identities, in the context of the always-present racial other.  

 
CLASS  

The manifestation of neoliberalism in institutional change has exacerbated 
class differences between upper- and lower-middle-class Afrikaners. Class 
inequalities, Sayer argues, do not just involve differences in wealth and 
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income but differences in access to valued circumstances and ways of life 
(Sayer, 2005, p. 95). Since apartheid, the gap in wealth and income has 
widened between white South Africans, but valued circumstances have 
widened even more.4  

One valued circumstance is that of control. While the upper class has 
been able to institutionalize new forms of social and aesthetic control, like 
gated communities, and therefore solidified their identities, the lower middle 
class feels increasingly dependent on their black fellow citizens, workers, and 
students. The shift from a dominant minority to a nondominant minority for 
them has been swift and intense. The main consequence has been that lower-

middle-class Afrikaners in everyday life no longer control how they are 
defined, but are defined by the black majority. This is related to another 
valued circumstance, particularly cherished by Afrikaners, which is the escape 
of the burden of racial integration. The upper class has found new ways to 
segregate themselves from the majority of the black population, through 
spatial exclusion and class barriers. If racial integration happens, it is still on 
their terms. The lower middle class is confronted more and more with their 
black fellow citizens, and often lacks control over the process.  

Nevertheless, when it comes to opposition to racial redress, both upper- 
and lower-middle-class men strongly reject affirmative action and Black 
Economic Empowerment policies. They use similar arguments to do so. 
They emphasize that the measures are executed in the wrong way, that they 
are not fair, and that they do not really benefit blacks. This rejection of 
policies of racial redress confirms survey findings of strong opposition of 
these policies among all white South Africans (Erasmus, 2008). What my 
study adds is how these policies have also given rise to new racial prejudices 
and boundaries; i.e., the upper class sometimes makes exceptions for wealthy 
and educated blacks.   

However, class differences exacerbate the emotional intensity of the 
argumentation against affirmative action and BEE. Lower-class Afrikaners 
are much more explicit in their rejection of policies they oppose, and they 
show more resentment and anger in their tone. This can be explained by four 
differences in the experience of class: First, affirmative action poses more of 
an economic threat to the lower class; second, upper-class entrepreneurs have 
more agency in influencing with whom they work—specifically in relation to 
racial integration;5 third, lower-middle-class men feel they are no longer 
respected for their work experience and seniority due to changes in hierarchy 
enacted by affirmative action; and fourth, lower-middle-class men no longer 
feel pride in their companies. Such differences, all rooted in the experience of 
class, can explain why lower middle class men express their discontent about 
the loss of privilege with so much more intensity.  
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CLASS  AND GENDER  

Contrary to the dramatic impact of affirmative action on lower-middle-class 
men, these policies pose a smaller economic threat to lower-middle-class 
women. Overall, women in the past were less privileged at work than they are 
now. Also, in comparison to the men’s stories, the female identity narratives 
are remarkably more reflexive about the transformation of work and more 
sensitive about the experience of racial integration. Therefore, class plays a 
role in how Afrikaners experience change, but also gender.  

The lower-middle-class men’s experience of class is mixed with ideals 
about masculinity. Class status and masculinity work in tandem to shape the 

identity narratives of the men. The intense agony about the transformation at 
work is related to masculine ideals about strength, control, and self-reliance. 
Indeed, not only have these men lost privilege but they also look less in 
control (or “weak”). They have become much more dependent on their non-
white counterparts and bosses. For the upper-middle-class entrepreneurs, 
these issues are hardly a problem. Women are traditionally more relational 
oriented, and have a better rapport with their black colleagues at work.   

The tandem of gender and class affects attitudes toward racial 
relationships at work and at home. Instead of agonizing about their non-
white colleagues, like the men, lower-middle-class women draw a strict 
boundary between work and home. At work, they feel that all races are equal 
and that they have to work together. At home, however, they feel they are 
allowed to choose the company of people of their own culture. In their 
private lives, they set their own rules and avoid the emotional stress of 
multicultural interactions.  

My study of the individual within an institutional context reveals this 
compartmentalized perspective of the benefit of racial integration and the 
context-dependent character of racial prejudices. Lower-middle-class women 
are not necessarily less racist than men. While some women have developed 
positive racial imagery at work, their prejudice against blacks outside of work 
remains strong.  

Upper-class Afrikaner women, however, argue that because blacks live in 
the estate, the community is a model for post-apartheid South Africa. They 
feel the estate attests to the ideal that a nonracial South Africa can function. 
Precisely because the estate is so separated from its surroundings, this allows 
them to be positive about race relations. So for upper-class women, this 
confirms that racial prejudice is context dependent.  

 
CLASS ,  GENDE R ,  AND GENERATIONS  

The young, upper-class Afrikaner girls at De La Rey symbolize a generational 

break of race relationships at their school and in South Africa because of their 
positive perspective. While they represent “the promise of a new generation,” 
an intersectional analysis of the two schools enriches and complicates our 
understanding of this promise. Not only did I find distinct generational 
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differences between older and younger Afrikaners but class and gender 
intersected the generational divide as well. At the elite school De La Rey, girls 
and boys align themselves with a new identity discourse that I call “diversity 
talk.” They actively present the school as a diverse community that is open to 
all races of South Africa. They say they are proud of being a generation that is 
beyond race, which celebrates diversity and embraces the “new” South 
Africa. They actively distance themselves from the older generation, whom 
they describe as “stuck in apartheid.” Indeed, the diversity talk sets them 
markedly apart from the older generation of Afrikaners.  

At Die Groot Trek, I also found that the girls used this diversity 

discourse. Most girls praised diversity and reported getting to know non-
whites much better than before. However, the boys expressed a great interest 
in their Afrikaans identity. They liked to talk about “their” proud Afrikaner 
past. They drew strict moral and racial boundaries around themselves and 
were aggressive against the new non-white students at their school. In short, 
they opted for a rebellious stand against diversity and integration in which the 
Afrikaner ethnic identity played an important part. How do we explain this 
attitude through a generational lens? We simply cannot. The difference in 
identity discourse reflects the intense class experience of the boys. But the 
ethnic identity talk of lower-middle-class boys must also relate to gender. In 
chapter 13, I suggested that the differences are due to the boys’ experiencing 
loss and shame.  
 
INTERSECTIONAL ANA LYSIS     

The aim of my intersectional analysis was not to demonstrate variety for 
variety’s sake. Rather, to show how racial relationships and Afrikaners’ 
identity change is related to cultural and emotional processes. This study 
showed that different groups of Afrikaners are presented with very different 
challenges after apartheid. It also showed how these divergent challenges 
result in different perceptions of the transition, different relationships toward 

Afrikaner identity, and different social relationships with the racial other. 
However, the contribution of the intersectional analysis really lies in how the 
intersection of class, gender, and generation compounded the problems of 
cultural change for specific groups of Afrikaners, namely lower-middle-class 
men (McDowell, 2003; Willis, 1977; Wray, 2006). 

The intersectional analysis raises questions about the role of cultural and 
emotional mechanisms in identity work and cultural trauma theory. The 
difference between old and young Afrikaners, and then between upper-class 
girls and lower middle class boys provides the best illustration of how 
intersectional analysis exposes different explanatory mechanisms. My 
intergenerational comparison points to the strength of cultural change among 
the young as well as to the dangers of an over-reliance on cultural 
explanations. Young Afrikaners’ new diversity discourse in response to 
multiracialism is not found among the older women or the men. But an 
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explanation like “cultural change” does not explain why upper-class girls and 
lower-middle-class boys differ in their identity discourses. This difference 
points us not to culture but to the strength of emotional mechanisms. Indeed, 
without looking at the intersection of different identity discourses, we might 
have concluded that: (1) the “new generation of Afrikaners” practices a new 
cultural discourse (upper-class girls) or (2) that the younger generation is 
culturally traumatized (lower-middle-class boys). Instead, the intersectional 
analysis shows the interplay of class, gender, and generation in identity work. 
It is precisely this interplay that raises intriguing questions for cultural trauma 
theory, and how cultural and emotional mechanisms underlie identity work. 

Indeed, although my anatomy of intersections exposes a very complicated 
cultural landscape, it also lays bare more powerful explanatory mechanisms. 

14.4 RETHINKING CULTURAL TRAUMA THEORY 

Every Afrikaner struggles to come to terms with the consequences of 
apartheid, but not as a victim of crime or a survivor of war. Rather, he or she 
is a bearer of a perpetrators’ cultural trauma. All Afrikaners are marked by the 
crime of apartheid that was committed in the name of Afrikaner nationalism. 
They struggle because their culture was racist and their social status has fallen. 
They share the common challenge of negotiating and contesting the cultural 

meaning of being Afrikaner after apartheid. The cultural trauma label speaks 
to the spell the past put on the present, to paraphrase Adorno, but also to 
emotional anxieties that accompany cultural change on this scale. Cultural 
trauma connotes that being Afrikaans is a troubled condition; a condition that 
is difficult to resolve. The perpetrator label captures the specific emotional 
pattern: Afrikaners must manage the emotions of loss, guilt, and shame. They 
have to confront their lost social status, and the burden of stigma on their 
ethnic identity.  

Alexander and colleagues defined cultural trauma as a feeling that is the 
result of an historic event that marked a group’s consciousness and 
memories, and changed their identity in important ways (Jeffrey C Alexander 
et al., 2004). The vastly different institutional landscapes of post-apartheid 
South Africa and the variety of cultural discourses among Afrikaners should 
make us suspicious of claims that Afrikaners suffer “collectively” from a 
trauma. This claim, at first, seems too bold in scope and too extreme in 
diagnosis. Not all Afrikaners are affected in a similar way by the burden of 
apartheid.  

Instead of rejecting the label of cultural trauma, I argue for a more precise 
theoretical language to define what a perpetrator cultural trauma is: a theory 
that captures the relationship between cultural patterns and emotional 
mechanisms, without collapsing the one in the other.  

In chapter 3, I identified three tensions in cultural trauma theory. First, 
cultural trauma is defined as a collective condition, while based on individual 
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emotions. Second, cultural trauma is described as a stigmatized condition, but 
the theory offered few tools to explore how people respond and manage this 
stigma. Third, cultural trauma is presented as a subjective condition, but it is 
without an account of the emotions that constitute this feeling. To resolve 
these problems, I made specific methodological choices: I chose a case-study 
approach and put the individual at the heart of the analysis, without losing 
sight of the institutional context in which the individual operates. I will now 
try to resolve these tensions in the theory, and answer the questions of how 
cultural reasoning changed among Afrikaners; which emotions had the most 
salience in this process; and how the interaction of culture and emotion 

differed among groups of Afrikaners.  
 
THE UNEQUAL BURDE N OF TRAUM A  

Individualist and collectivist tensions run through cultural trauma theory, 
where theorists argue that trauma is experienced collectively (Jeffrey C 
Alexander et al., 2004). This study shows that a mass response to the past 
does not imply that the response is “collective” (Smelser, 2001, p. 48). 
Moreover, to overemphasize collective aspects of Afrikaners’ response to 
apartheid would mask the stratification and complexity of Afrikaners as a 
group. Divisions of class, gender and generation matter. Not just 

socioeconomically, but also culturally and emotionally. Hierarchies of power 
within a group find their expression; South Africa’s neoliberal society 
provides different classes of Afrikaners with differential access to cultural 
repertoires to represent their Afrikaner identity and emotionally manage the 
burden of the past.  

Cultural trauma theorists posit that culture indirectly incurs trauma. They 
leap from the individual level to the collective level by presupposing culture’s 
mediating role between historical experience and subjective experience. The 
case of the Afrikaners confirms that culture has an important mediating 
role—Afrikaners struggle continuously to make sense of everyday life. 
However, culture does not operate as a grand meaning structure outside of 
individuals. Societies do not have a “cultural tissue” that “ruptures”—as 
cultural trauma theorists put it. Rather, culture operates as a set of problem-
solving tools for confronting the pressures and problems of post-apartheid 
South Africa. New cultural discourses constantly emerge. However, the 
intergroup comparison shows how different Afrikaner member groups have 
different cultural toolkits at their disposal; different cultural repertoires that 
are supported by institutional structures and financial resources.   

In post-apartheid, neoliberal South Africa, cultural discourses among 
Afrikaners emerge following institutional developments. No longer do 
Afrikaners have a national political movement that dominates Afrikaner 
culture, although this doesn’t mean new discourses are less political. For 
instance, opposition to the policies of affirmative action and Black Economic 
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Empowerment redefines Afrikaners as a cultural minority with little power 
and in need of constitutional protection. New cultural discourses build on the 
international language of minority rights, civil rights, and language rights but 
are applied to the white Afrikaans minority. A second new cultural discourse 
is organized around urban order and crime. Politically, it tries to justify a large 
security apparatus that has reshaped the urban landscape. A third example of 
a new cultural discourse is the diversity talk practiced by the young upper 
middle class. It redefines young Afrikaners as multiculturalists so that they are 
no longer seen as racist or accused of racism. The new cultural discourses 
have superseded the old nationalistic ideology of the past and represent 

Afrikaners in a new way. And there are probably many more. But, these new 
discourses also suggest that Afrikaners have moved on beyond Afrikaner 
nationalism.  

BEE and affirmative action policies have been met by a new set of 
symbolic boundaries and racial prejudices—a type of culture talk indeed. 
Although some of these racial prejudices are variations of the old racial 
stereotypes, they are also new. So, now both upper- and lower-middle-class 
Afrikaners say that blacks cannot do the work, that young blacks are too 
assertive and demanding, that blacks are not interested in working, that they 
rely too much on the government, and that they only work for show. 
Moreover, they say that these programs actually harm blacks because they 
make them lazy. They have slightly different strategies, with upper-class 
Afrikaners often making a distinction between educated and noneducated 
blacks. It is hard to tell if such racial prejudices are simply a product of new 
government policies or whether they are a continuation of the past. But 
prejudices did get a new twist after apartheid, and that, possibly, is still 
cultural change in the present. 
 
RESPONDING TO A PERPETRATOR ’S  STIGM A  

The second tension in cultural trauma theory is its emphasis on the collective 
stigmatized condition and its deemphasizing of people’s ability to manage 
stigma. Cultural trauma is defined as an end condition by Alexander and 
colleagues, but it is not some definite or final subjective state. Afrikaners’ 
collective identity was marked after apartheid, and this had a stigmatizing 
effect. Most every Afrikaner struggles with the stigmatized image of their 
group. Indeed, both upper- and lower-middle-class Afrikaners are vulnerable 
to stigmatization, being part of the white minority, although not to the same 
degree. However, Afrikaners are not passive in accepting the “mark” of 
apartheid—they have agency. Afrikaners continuously work to lift the stigma 
of the past, and they try hard to redefine themselves. The Afrikaner identity is 
as much about aspiration and becoming as it is about the marks of the past. 
Ultimately, a perpetrator’s cultural trauma is about acquiring a stigma and 
about the process of the cultural and emotional management of the stigma.  
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My study shows how South Africa’s neoliberal society provides different 
classes of Afrikaners with differential access to cultural destigmatization 
strategies. Stigmatization studies have long shown that the consequences of 
stigma are context dependent (Goffman, 1963). More recently, Lamont and 
colleagues showed that people have different cultural resources for managing 
and responding to stigmatization (Fleming, Lamont, & Welburn, 2011; 
Lamont & Bail, 2007; Lamont & Mizrachi, 2011). They emphasize the range 
of destigmatization strategies that minority groups mobilize, and how these 
strategies are enabled and constrained by cultural repertoires, institutions, and 
national ideologies.  

My institutional and intersectional analysis affirms the insight that 
destigmatization strategies vary between groups of Afrikaners, depending on 
institutional context and access to cultural repertoires. For instance, economic 
resources allow the upper class to continue segregated living in different 
form, away from the non-white majority. The stigma is reduced by avoiding 
contact with blacks. What my study adds to the stigmatization literature is 
how new destigmatization strategies emerge out of institutional developments 
and new cultural repertoires. The physical separation and aesthetic beauty of 
the gated community allows upper-class Afrikaners new, positive cultural 
discourses around diversity and racial integration. These discourses rebuild 
the positive self-image for Afrikaners, first toward themselves but also to the 
rest of South Africa.  

Some argue that stigmatization can foster cultural bonding and 
community. Feelings of belonging and familiarity do not have to be about 
positive characteristics of a culture. For instance, anthropologist Michael 
Herzfeld’s concept of cultural intimacy suggests cultural bonding also 
happens over embarrassing cultural traits. Cultural intimacy, for him, is “the 
recognition of those aspects of a cultural identity that are considered sources 
of external embarrassment but that nevertheless provide insiders with their 
assurance of common sociality, the familiarity with the bases of power that 
may at one moment assure the disenfranchised a degree of creative 
irreverence and at the next moment reinforce the effectiveness of 
intimidation” (Herzfeld, 2005, p. 4). Cultural intimacy, Herzfeld says, can 
offer a sense of defiant pride in the face of a more accepted morality and, 
sometimes, of official disapproval as well. Afrikaners display this defiant pride 
in various forms; they express self-stereotypes ostensibly at their own 
collective expense and they engage in forms of rueful self-recognition.  

Nevertheless, I argue that Herzfeld’s reading of the relationship between 
stigmatization and cultural intimacy is far too positive and narrow. 
Stigmatization goes beyond embarrassment, as it leads to shame and anger. A 
major finding of my study is how the Afrikaner lower middle class not only 
feels trapped in fragile institutions they no longer identify with, but men in 
particular struggle to manage the emotional burden of coming to terms with 
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the past and the present. It is because of volatile emotions like shame and 
anger that they are unable to speak the new cultural discourse of diversity and 
find their way in the new multiracial South Africa.   
 
EM OTIONS IN CULTUR AL TRAUM A THEORY  

The third tension within cultural trauma theory exists between cultural 
analysis and emotional explanations.6 In this study I analyze emotions at the 
level of institutions. I looked at specific emotions and made a distinction 
between emotions and the management of them. Although such a distinction 
is not always easily empirically drawn, it is analytically important because 
some emotions are much more difficult to manage than others. Throughout 
my case studies, I pointed out how specific emotions like pride, loss, shame, 
and guilt play a role in the experience and cultural discourses of Afrikaners. 
Below, I argue that the relationship between loss, stigma, and shame is 
particularly salient among Afrikaners. 
 
LOSS ,  STIGM A ,  AND SHAM E  

This study locates the feelings of loss in concrete, daily experiences of 
Afrikaners—experiences that deal with the changing institutions of work, 
living, and school. I found that feelings of loss are unevenly divided by class. 
Neoliberal policies have hollowed out institutions like public space, formerly 
public companies, and public schools. For many lower-middle-class 
Afrikaners, school and work no longer provide a stable source of identity and 
belonging. Moreover, lower-middle-class men manage their feelings of loss of 
concrete institutions more poorly than their female counterparts. They seem 
to lack insight about why things have changed for the worse.7 Many use the 
language of alienation to express their sadness. The fragility of their male 
identities is evident in their constant affirmation of pride in their work. The 
men find few resources to feel pride in their company, work, or status as 
seniors in the company, and affirmative action only worsens this problem. 
The young lower-middle-class boys display a similar sense of loss about their 
school, which no longer provides a solid basis for belonging or building male 
identity. Compared to the apartheid era, all Afrikaners have lost a position of 
privilege, but some classes of Afrikaners have lost much more than others.  

Afrikaners are stigmatized after apartheid—justifiably or not—and this 
stigma leads to shame. They are seen as racist and as perpetrators by other 
South Africans. Shame is the prevalent emotion among Afrikaners regarding 
their Afrikaner identity and the apartheid past. The emotion of shame is not 
just about embarrassment, or the public exposure of a wrongful act, but goes 
to the heart of Afrikaners’ identity. Recall how I connected shame in the first 

chapter to feelings of inadequacy of the self and a sense of failure where one 
expects one’s self to be adequate and in control—an emotion that is 
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worsened by public exposure of one’s weaknesses and inadequacies, although 
not caused by it (Lickel, Schmader, & Barquissau, 2004).  

The majority of Afrikaners I interviewed feel that, personally, they had 
little control over the hideous acts of the former political system given their 
age, position, or political orientation. Therefore, they do not feel responsible 
for apartheid’s crimes. However, they do feel shame for its outcome because 
once the crimes of apartheid were publicly revealed it portrayed Afrikaners as 
weak and inferior. Shame follows events that lower one’s position within the 
social hierarchy. This is precisely what happened in post-apartheid South 
Africa. Shame about apartheid is thus more closely connected to a loss of 

stature than to feelings of moral responsibility. For Afrikaners, the public loss 
of respect often overrides private pangs of conscience. The intensity of 
shame is exacerbated by the loss of power after 1994. Afrikaners are now 
depended on the ANC government. They no longer feel in control of their 
destiny, and this makes them more susceptible to shame. Moreover, some 
Afrikaners still hold untenable ideals about their group—cultural ideals about 
control, self-sufficiency, and independence. These unachievable ideals make 
them more likely to feel inadequate and experience shame.8 

Shame is more prominent than guilt among Afrikaners, but it is not 
equally distributed across the population. My study found important 
differences in shame experience and intensity among Afrikaners, related to 
class, gender, and generation. Lower-middle-class Afrikaners feel more 
shame. Why is this so? First, because the lower middle class are more 
stigmatized; they are less able to avoid it. Second, they have fewer resources 
to destigmatize their identities. Third, they have lost more status. Fourth, they 
specifically feel they had little control over the hideous acts of the former 
political system, given their position. Guilt does play a role among Afrikaners, 
but more among the upper class. The Afrikaner upper class has more 
institutional and cultural resources to destigmatize their identity, which 
prevents shame. They are also more susceptible to guilt about their privilege, 
as we saw with the women living in the gated community and the young 
women of the upper-class high school. 

How does shame shape the cultural patterns of the lower middle class, 
and explain the incongruities of their cultural discourses? Shame leads to 
anger and narcissism—often in a vicious cycle. Lower-middle-class Afrikaners 
direct their shame-based anger both against Afrikaners and against blacks. 
For instance, Solidarity’s members are angry both at the National Party and 
the ANC government. In terms of action tendencies, shame in psychology is 
linked to avoidance behaviors including withdrawal. Sociologically, the link 
between shame and withdrawal is evident in the feelings of alienation and 
isolation among the lower middle class. Shame makes one feel incompetent 
and dependent and instigates an urge not to be seen as weak and dependent 
(Branscombe & Doosje, 2004, p. 29). Recall Solidarity leadership’s 
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ambivalence about wanting to belong and fiercely declaring their 
independence and claim to self-sufficiency. Shame also promotes a desire to 
distance oneself from apartheid, the emotion-eliciting event. Shame is related 
to phenomena like denialism and silence after historic crimes (Cohen, 2001a; 
Zerubaval, 2006). Finally, the experience of shame discourages reparations 
and connection to other racial groups. Instead, it leads to narcissism and a 
focus on the self.  

Shame is a deeply problematic emotion, and reinforces the dire position 
of the Afrikaner lower middle class. The hold of shame on lower-middle-class 
Afrikaners is worse for men than for women. Research shows that men are 

more shame prone than women (Pennebaker & Roberts, 1992; J. Tangney & 
Dearing, 2003).9 Shame is connected to the ideal state that one fantasizes 
oneself, development psychologists’ show. The emotion is thus difficult to 
manage. In short, the history of patriarchy has a destructive influence on the 
emotional life of Afrikaners (Gillian, 2008). In the traditional Afrikaner 
patriarchical rigid family structures, there is often little room for the necessary 
playfulness and creativity to learn one’s incompleteness and overcome one’s 
primitive shame.10 All this is not to say that the lower middle class, and 
particularly men, never feel guilty about the past. Rather, for lower-class 
Afrikaner men, shame overrides private pangs of conscience. Stigmatization 
and the loss of status results in shame that is a more salient emotion than 
guilt. In the social world, guilt over apartheid is almost always hidden behind 
shame—shame about apartheid that is more connected to a loss of stature 
than to feelings of moral responsibility. This sociological finding stands in 
contrast to what psychologists Branscombe and Doosje argue. They say that 
groups that have victimized others, like Afrikaners, are likely to feel collective 
guilt and moral responsibility for the harm they inflicted. Shame, according to 
them, is the prominent emotion among victims (Branscombe & Doosje, 
2004).11 My conclusion is the opposite. Because Afrikaners are stigmatized 
due to their history, those who have the least resources to destigmatize will 
feel shame. 



 

 



 

 

 

Epilogue 

It is clear that Afrikaners are in a moral transition. However, what remains in 
question is: how do Afrikaners become more compassionate and what must 
their morals become? Moral questions, I argued, should be confronted with 
hesitation by sociologists. But what if, at the end of this study, I put on my 
philosopher’s hat? As a sociologist, my interest was not primarily in moral 
change as a philosophical question but moral change as an empirical question. 
However, now that we have a much clearer picture of the socio-economic 
conditions of Afrikaners and their cultural struggles, I want to address the 
moral transition of Afrikaners from a normative perspective. Specifically, I 
want to explore the role of shame in the moral transition.  

Some South Africans advocate shame as an appropriate response to white 
privilege after apartheid (Vice, 2010). My analysis challenges such 
straightforward claims about the normative benefits of shame. In the case of 
trade union Solidarity and the lower middle class, shaming actually had many 
negative side effects. It actually prevented them from making a definitive shift 

from resentment to legitimate politics of recognition. The dominance of the 
emotion of shame among lower-class Afrikaner men, and its many 
problematic consequences, does not imply that there is no moral shame. 
There is a type of shame that can play a positive normative role. No moral 
questions I raise here have clear-cut answers. Still, my empirical study 
illuminates various social aspects of this moral transition that can point us in 
the correct direction.  
 

*** 
 
A comparison with the debate about post-war Germany is illuminating.1 Like 
Afrikaners, post-war Germans were confronted with the question of 
collective guilt. After 1945, many social philosophers and sociologists 
participated in a debate about whether ordinary citizens were collectively 
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accountable for state crimes and how they should respond to the legacy of 
past wrongs. The philosopher Karl Jasper, for instance, made a distinction 
between moral guilt and metaphysical guilt. He argued that Germans who had 
not directly participated carried no moral guilt, but they did carry 
metaphysical guilt, which is a type of guilt that stressed the need to show 
solidarity with a fellow human being. He urged Germans to undergo a 
process of moral purification. By contrast, Hannah Arendt argued that 
purification by public apologies or expressions of guilt are often hollow acts 
for who was to judge the sincerity of such confessions? (Schaap, 2005) In 
South Africa, the debate about moral transition has been driven by 

propositions that hardly confront the reality of Afrikaners’ denial of guilt. The 
Truth and Reconciliation Committee prescribed a religious-like ritual of 
repentance and forgiveness for Afrikaners to come to terms with the past. 
Writer and Nobel Prize winner J.M. Coetzee famously critiques this approach 
in his novel Disgrace, in which he explores the possibility of sincere repentence 
and the impossibility of white South Africans taking collective responsibility. 
However, neither the TRC nor Coetzee address denial of guilt as a moral 
problem.  

In this study, I connected Afrikaners’ denial of guilt and the struggle to 
come to terms with the past with the prevalence of “primitive shame”; an 
emotion that related to fantasized ideal states and narcissistic failure. I 
emphasized that whereas guilt is generally a productive emotion that fosters 
reparation and taking responsibility for your wrongs, shame is mainly 
destructive and leads to narcissism. Empirically, I concluded that shame 
dominates guilt. Shame is most disruptive among the lower middle class, 
particularly men, who carry the heaviest burden of the moral transition, 
although they have generally profited less—at least financially—from 
apartheid. If we assume that a moral transition toward more compassion and 
empathy is good and necessary, the moral transition among Afrikaners can be 
hastened in two ways. One way would be to foster a more productive kind of 
shame, “moral shame,” and not destructive “primitive shame.” Another way 
would be to nudge Afrikaners from shame to guilt. I will discuss and illustrate 
both routes with practical policy examples. 
 

*** 
 

Shame, at times, is a morally valuable emotion; it helps people to reconsider 
who they are. But it has its destructive sides too. The American philosopher 
Martha Nussbaum argues that if injustices are the result of deeply rooted and 
long-standing patterns of thought and commitment in society, an apology for 
this or that harmful action is insufficient. Rather, she argues for individuals to 
search inside and reexamine cultural habits and character (Nussbaum, 2006).2 
This productive type of shame or moral shame is distinguished from the 
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dangerous kind (primitive shame) because moral shame reflects individual 
complicity or collaboration with a bad communal norm. Moral shame is felt 
because the individual was inattentive to the problem or too little engaged 
with the problem. Moral shame represents the experienced discrepancy 
between one’s character and one’s ideals; ideals which are shared across racial 
and political lines and connected to valuable moral and public norms (like 
equality and social justice). Nussbaum writes, “Accepting these ideals and 
feeling shame at their nonrealization in oneself does not reinforce primitive 
shame; it actively works against it.”  

Moral shame can put Afrikaners on the path to more compassion and 

empathy for their fellow South Africans. It pushes Afrikaners to be more 
open to racial integration, reparation, and reconciliation. However, invitations 
to feel moral shame, Nussbaum stresses, should always be noninsulting, 
nonhumiliating, and noncoercive. In other words, moral shame should never 
be enforced by law but should be the result of an open invitation.  

In Antjie Krog’s book Country of My Skull, Krog reports on the Truth and 
Reconciliation Committee’s proceedings over two years (Krog, 1999). 
However, Krog’s objective is not limited to simply report or give a personal 
account of the TRC. Instead, her book is her personal account of the 
realization what it means to be an Afrikaner after apartheid. Coming to terms 
with apartheid, she implies, is a collective responsibility and she consistently 
ties herself to “the men of her race.” For Krog, being Afrikaans is inescapable 
and so are its responsibilities. She writes intimately of the perpetrators at the 
TRC and asks herself what she has in common with “the men she hates 
most”(Krog, 1999, pp. 92,96; Sarah Nuttall, 2001). Krog argues that an 
apology for apartheid is far from enough; only publicly lived shame can 
renew Afrikaners’ right to belong to the African continent.3 She writes, “We 
are so utterly sorry. We are deeply ashamed and gripped with remorse. But 
hear us, we are from here. We will live it right—here—with you, for you” 
(Krog, 1999, p. 99). Furthermore, Krog creates two fictional psychologists. 
Krog invents characters that suggest that shame might be the appropriate 
emotion to feel—they invite the reader to feel shame—because one cannot 
sit comfortable with it; the characters encourage new Afrikaner leaders to 
demonstrate how to live anew; and they stress that coming to terms has to be 
done in one’s personal way (Krog, 1999, pp. 245, 247, 248). The fictional 
characters serve as neutral messengers—the indirect suggestions invite shame 
without humiliation or coercion. Thus, Krog encourages her readers to 
introspection and self-examination via shame. As she prods her intimate 
relationship to Afrikaners and their history, she invites the reader to examine 
him- or herself.  
 

*** 
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Shame can never yield productive results if it is directly tied to identity 
markers such as whiteness or being Afrikaner sui generis. Here is a small 
example; in 2011 Emeritus Archbishop Desmond Tutu proposed a “wealth 
tax” on white South Africans for the benefits they received from apartheid. 
Such a measure could give Afrikaners a practical way to recompense and 
resolve their guilt. However, because the measure is coercive and includes 
such a strong identity component it will provoke primitive shame. To achieve 
moral shame, Tutu could invite all wealthy South Africans (the majority of 
whites and a small number of blacks) to feel shame about their greed and the 
belief that the poor (black) cause their own poverty. 

Another example: Samantha Vice, a South African philosopher, recently 
stated the importance of feeling shame as a white South African. She issued a 
public invitation for more self-examination among white South Africans and 
further inward focus to repair their “damaged moral selves.” It is useful to see 
the emotion of shame as an expression of aspirations: white South Africans 
are not who they can be.4 However, Vice argues that whiteness itself is 
implicated in the injustices that the black majority continues to experience. 
She relates shame directly to being white, which is problematic. Vice 
understands patterns of white privilege in terms of habits, but she suggests 
these bad habits are so ingrained (or “unconscious”) that they are impossible 
to change. Shame, then, becomes an identity issue and whiteness itself fuels 
the unjust system.5 She suggests that whiteness places a moral burden on all 
white South Africans to cultivate humility and silence (which she equates with 
shame) given their morally compromised position in the continuing racial and 
economic injustices of this country (Vice, 2010).6 It may be helpful to invite 
Afrikaners to feel ashamed about their cultural habits and norms that sustain 
racial inequality, promote or justify greed, and prevent redistributive taxation; 
but Vice never explicates these bad habits. Furthermore, it is unclear to me 
how silence can benefit communal self-examination.  

The alternative to moral shame is to nudge Afrikaners to feel guilt that 
propels them into reparation and moral action. Such efforts present their own 
challenge. For example, privileged Afrikaner women experience more guilt 
than shame. Indeed, the Afrikaner women in the gated community and the 
privileged girls in the upper-class school were both preoccupied and troubled 
with guilt from their privilege. Their “white outlook” was defined by the 
negation of their privileged position. The women in the gated community 
experienced a solid sense of community and viewed their estate as a model 
for how cultural diversity in South Africa should be lived. The upper-class 
girls expressed a confident identity discourse about the value of being part of 
a generation that values diversity. Their secure identities were not threatened 
by their direct surroundings or dependent on being Afrikaans. Guilt among 
these women and girls prevails not only because of their secure identities but 
also because women are less shame prone. Guilt impelled them to project the 
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image that they were not withdrawing from South Africa or racist against 
their fellow black South Africans. However, the social and physical neoliberal 
context in which “white guilt” operates put limits on its efficacy. If guilt only 
makes the women greet the black employees of the estate, the parking guard 
or the golf caddy nicely, clearly guilt does not result in effective moral action. 
Guilt about privilege will only spur moral transition if the women reflect 
more deeply on the privileged structured in which they operate. 

Let’s explore one more concrete policy example. Affirmative action 
policies in the United States and South Africa have been debated by 
philosophers and legal scholars. They argue about whether such policies are 

justified to compensate for past wrongs, or promote diversity (Dworkin, 
1977; Kennedy, 1986; Sandel, 2009). In South Africa, where nonracialism has 
long been an ideal for its own sake, people like Neville Alexander fear that 
the discourse of affirmative action legislation perpetuates and reinscribes 
racial identities through the social practices and intergroup dynamics these 
policies give rise to (N. Alexander, 2007; Iheduru, 2004). Alexander is 
concerned that white people’s racial identities will be strengthened rather than 
weakened because of affirmative action, as it will give rise to opposition and 
resistance. In the United States, where nonracialism was never a popular 
ideology, similar debates often emerge about whether affirmative action 
policy provokes resentment among white ethnic groups. This study does not 
solve these moral questions, but it does add another perspective from the 
sociology of emotions. Affirmative action policies do not necessarily 
reinscribe racial identities, but they do make identity policies the basis of 
redress. Identity policies easily foster the wrong kind of shame, an emotion 
that does not contribute to reconciliation or propel people to make amends. 
Rather, it compels avoidance and denial of the past, and a narcissistic focus 
on self-suffering. Policies of racial redress could compensate for past wrongs 
and promote diversity. However, they are unlikely to contribute to a sense of 
collective responsibility for the past among Afrikaners. 

A public debate about the previously listed shameful lifestyle choices and 
the cultural norms of wealthy South Africans (not only Afrikaners and not 
only whites) could be a route to moral shame and ultimately moral transition. 
Within deliberative democracy there is room for dialogical moralizing. What 
is more, a public debate about privilege and inequality could also address a 
few topics of discussion that are central in this study but are rarely mentioned 
in the media: the implications of new gated communities on its mostly black 
employees and local state finances, the privatization of urban services and 
education services, and the decay of public space. Intensive public debate 
could also foster a new language for the Afrikaners and all wealthy South 
Africans—a cultural language that is not rooted in assumed privilege and 
cultural superiority but in concerns about social justice and deliberative 
democracy. This language cannot be created in silence but must emerge out 
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of public discussions about, for example, the origins of inequality, the 
negative consequences of gating, and continued segregation in education. I 
don’t argue that race and identity do not matter when it comes to these 
issues; I argue that inserting race and identity often causes unproductive 
primitive shame that prevents public engagement and action needed to repair 
what is broken. 



 

 





 

 

 

Nederlandse Samenvatting  

Wat betekent het om Afrikaner te zijn na de apartheid? Tussen 1948 en 1994 
domineerden de Afrikaner nationalisten de Zuid-Afrikaanse politiek. De 
Nationale Partij bouwde haar macht op een systeem van rassensegregatie met 
als doel de blanke dominantie te behouden. De democratische transitie 
maakte een eind aan de apartheid. De Waarheids- en Verzoeningscommissie 
onthulde de misdaden die begaan waren tijdens de apartheid, maar probeerde 
ook daders en slachtoffers van de apartheid te verzoenen. Anno 2000 is de 
status van de Afrikaners blijvend veranderd. Blank en Afrikaner zijn is niet 
langer automatisch een voordeel, ondanks dat velen nog immer genieten van 
economische welvaart en blanke priviliges opgebouwd ten tijde van de 
apartheid. Afrikaners blijven trots op het verleden, maar ervaren het tegelijk 
als stigma: ze worden continue aangesproken op de gevolgen van het 
apartheidssysteem. De moeilijke omgang met het verleden loopt over in de 
uitdagingen van het heden: Afrikaners moeten leren wat het is om niet langer 
de dominante, blanke minderheid te zijn in Zuid-Afrika. Racistisch denken is 

taboe en gelijkwaardigheid tussen groepen de nieuwe norm.  
Afrikaners worstelen met het verleden en ze moeten zich aanpassen aan 

het heden. Maar hoe doe je dat? Dat is óók een morele vraag: wat is hun 
verantwoordelijkheid ten opzichte van het verleden en wat behelst de 
noodzaak je aan te passen? In de jaren negentig zijn de Afrikaners vaak 
vergeleken met de Duitsers van na de Tweede Wereldoorlog. De schuld van 
de apartheid woog zwaar. De Duitse socioloog Adorno benadrukt hoe lastig 
het is, het verleden te verwerken. Volgens hem moeten we vooral leren leven 
met het verleden. Maar Afrikaners kunnen evengoed worden vergeleken met 
de blanke Amerikanen in de Zuidelijke Staten van de Verenigde Staten na het 
succes van de burgerrechtenbeweging. Na de opheffing van het racistisch 
systeem begon de uitdaging voor de blanken pas echt: hoe om te gaan met 
zwarten op basis van gelijkheid en gelijkwaardigheid? Hoe afstand te doen 
van het idee dat je volk, cultuur en blanke ras superieur is? Deze studie 
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begeeft zich op het raakvlak van sociale vraagstukken en morele kwesties, 
omdat de sociale omstandigheden waarin mensen morele vragen 
beantwoorden er toe doen. Het zijn morele vragen zonder eenduidig 
antwoord, maar geen Afrikaner kan ze negeren. Je blijft immers Afrikaner, 
ondanks alles. 

Een cultuursociologische analyse met aandacht voor emoties is bij uitstek 
geschikt om deze vragen inzichtelijk te maken. Ik gebruik hierbij de theorie 
van cultureel trauma. Het idee dat voor Afrikaners deze verandering in hun 
positie traumatisch zou zijn, is niet nieuw. Maar wat betekent dat sociologisch 
precies en zijn alle Afrikaners even getraumatiseerd? Het begrip cultureel 

trauma geeft aan dat verandering zowel culturele als emotionele dimensies 
heeft. Een cultuursociologisch perspectief benadrukt dat de verhalen die 
mensen vertellen over verandering er toe doen. In deze studie definieer ik 
cultuur als een gereedschapskist: Afrikaners hebben verschillende 
gereedschappen om hun wereld betekenis te geven. Hoe mensen betekenis 
geven aan politieke en sociale ontwikkelingen bepaalt mede hoe ze 
gebeurtenissen emotioneel ervaren. De emoties schuld, angst en trots spelen 
een belangrijke rol, maar bovenal de emoties verlies en schaamte. Afrikaners 
worden geconfronteerd met verlies op verschillende vlakken: status, macht en 
culturele dominantie. Omdat de Afrikaner identiteit zo vereenzelvigd wordt 
met apartheid ligt schaamte continue op de loer. Schaamte is een destructieve 
emotie, die het moeilijker maakt je aan te passen aan een nieuwe situatie. 

Afrikaners worden vaak gezien als een homogene groep met één cultuur, 
een beeld dat door nationalisten zelf versterkt is. Dit proefschrift doorbreekt 
dit monolitische beeld door te kijken naar hoe verschillende groepen 
Afrikaners de veranderingen ervaren en betekenis geven. Door middel van 
kruispuntdenken laat ik zien waar de relevante assen van maatschappelijke 
betekenisgeving (gender, klasse, ras en generatie) op elkaar worden betrokken. 
Juist door te vergelijken tussen groepen Afrikaners—arm of rijk, jong of 
oud—kun je laten zien hoe cultuur zijn werk doet en hoe emoties het proces 
van betekenisgeving beïnvloeden.  

Dit boek begint waar veel studies naar de democratische transitie en het 
verzoeningsproces eindigen: met de interne discussies tussen Afrikaners over 
hun plaats in Zuid-Afrika en de analyse van de veranderingen op het lokale, 
institutionele niveau. Ik plaats de individuele verhalen van Afrikaners in de 
bredere maatschappelijke context en institutionele ontwikkelingen van Zuid-
Afrika. Op het gebied van werk, wonen en onderwijs is veel veranderd sinds 
1994. In de publieke sector (en ook in andere bedrijfstakken) is er 
bijvoorbeeld een systeem van rechtstellende actie (of positieve discriminatie) 
ingevoerd, dat tot doel heeft de door apartheid ontstane achterstelling van de 
grote meerderheid van de bevolking recht te stellen. Ook worden bedrijven 
gedwongen zwarte aandeelhouders te nemen. Het stedelijk landschap is 
veranderd van een tweedeling gebaseerd op gesegregeerde woongebieden 
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naar een tweedeling gebaseerd op oude, verloederde buurten versus nieuwe, 
geprivatiseerde en ommuurde enclaves. In het onderwijs zijn vele scholen 
gedesegregeerd, maar soms ook weer geresegregeerd. Deze ontwikkelingen 
beïnvloeden niet alleen hoe Afrikaners praten over het heden en verleden, 
maar ook hoe ze handelen.  

In deel twee, over de institutie werk, vergelijk ik hoe de voormalige 
Afrikaner Kamer van Koophandel, de AHI, en de voormalige, blanke 
Afrikaner mijnwerkersbond, de vakbond Solidariteit, reageren op de 
veranderingen na 1994. Veel Afrikaanse ondernemers doen het goed in Zuid-
Afrika. De leiding van de AHI is dan ook positief over de veranderingen. Ze 

zien zichzelf als een verlichte voorhoede die niet slechts een actieve bijdrage 
levert aan de nieuwe democratische orde, maar daadwerkelijk verandering 
bewerkstelligt. De meeste ondernemers ervaren weinig veranderingen op het 
werk. Ze zijn het niet eens met met de dwangmaatregelen van de regering om 
de positie van zwarten te versterken in het bedrijfsleven, maar dat heeft 
weinig invloed op hun werkvreugde. De vakbondsleden ervaren juist wel veel 
verandering. Afrikaners uit de lagere middenklasse hebben veelal nog werk, 
maar de omstandigheden waaronder ze werken zijn drastisch veranderd. In de 
voormalig publieke nutsbedrijven zijn zwarten nu een meerderheid. Dit heeft 
de sociale verhoudingen sterk beïnvloed. Afrikaners voelen zich niet meer 
gewaardeerd op het werk en interraciale contacten verlopen stroef. De 
mannen voelen zich niet meer thuis op het werk. De voormalig publieke 
nutsbedrijven, eens een bron van trots en identiteit voor deze mannen, 
hebben het moeilijk in de huidige economie. Solidariteit speelt behendig in op 
de dreiging die veel Afrikaners van de lagere middenklasse ervaren en de 
moeite die ze hebben zich aan te passen. Niet langer predikt de vakbond een 
ideologie van blanke superioriteit of Afrikaner nationalisme, maar ze 
benadrukt juist dat Afrikaners een bedreigde minderheid zijn, die zich steeds 
minder thuisvoelt in Zuid-Afrika. 

Het stadslandschap van Zuid-Afrika’s hoofdstad Pretoria is grondig 
veranderd na 1994. Na het segregatielandschap van de apartheid is er nu het 
veiligheidslandschap. In deel drie bespreek ik hoe privatisering, decentralisatie 
en criminaliteit ruim baan hebben gegeven aan de ontwikkeling van 
ommuurde en beveiligde gemeenschappen voor rijk en arm. Ik vergelijk de 
woonervaring van rijke Afrikaners in een dergelijke gemeenschap met de 
ervaringen van de lagere middenklasse daarbuiten. Rijkere Zuid-Afrikanen, 
inclusief de Afrikaanse elite, trekken zich terug in luxueuze, private 
golfgemeenschappen. De lagere middenklasse is achtergebleven in de stad, 
waar voorzieningen onder druk staan omdat de lokale overheid niet 
functioneert. Private gemeenschappen zoals Golden Sun leggen strenge 
veiligheidsregels op aan de inwoners, maar schrijven ook veel esthetische 
normen voor, hoe de gemeenschap en de bebouwing eruit moet zien. Rijke, 
blanke, Afrikaner vrouwen zijn zich bewust van het kunstmatige karakter van 
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hun veiligheidsstolp en ze voelen zich vaak schuldig over hun luxueuze 
privileges. Maar toch zien ze hun gemeenschap ook als een voorbeeld voor 
Zuid-Afrika. Ze prijzen de veiligheid, netheid en het gegeven dat alles werkt. 
Ze geloven dat de orde van hun gemeenschap en het multiculturele karakter 
de ware belofte van Zuid-Afrika na de apartheid belichaamd. Vrouwen uit de 
lagere middenklasse, achtergebleven in de vervallen oude buurten, zijn 
vervuld met walging over wat er met de stad en de publieke ruimte is 
gebeurd. Ze ervaren de stad als verwaarloosd, chaotisch, en gevaarlijk. Alleen 
hun eigen huis zien ze nog als veilige haven.  

In deel vier staan de ervaringen van de Afrikaner jeugd centraal. Ik 

vergelijk hoe de jeugd het proces van desegregatie en integratie op twee 
scholen ervaart. De eerste school is een elite school in het rijke gedeelte van 
Kaapstad. Ondanks de desegregatie heeft de school controle gehouden over 
het proces. Het laat slechts een klein percentage zwarte en kleurling leerlingen 
toe, voornamelijk op basis van goede sportprestaties. Institutioneel is er de 
afgelopen jaren weinig veranderd. De school wil excelleren in wetenschap en 
sport en doet het goed in de schoolranglijsten van de provincie. De klassen 
zijn sterk hiërarchisch georganiseerd, waardoor de blanke, sterke leerlingen, 
die vaak goed kunnen leren, nauwelijks in aanraking komen met de zwakkere 
zwarte en kleurling leerlingen. Hoewel de school haar Afrikaanse karakter 
benadrukt, spreekt de jeugd de nieuwe taal van diversiteit. Ze zijn enthousiast 
over multicultureel Zuid-Afrika, ondanks dat hun wereld voornamelijk blank 
is. De tweede school ligt op de grens van de blanke middenklasse buurten en 
de armere kleurling buurten in Kaapstad. De school is na 1994 
gedesegregeerd maar ook weer geresegregeerd. Vele tradities, zoals 
traditionele Afrikaner sporten als rugby en het zingen van het schoollied staan 
hierdoor onder druk. De laatste klas met Afrikaner jeugd ervaart de 
veranderingen aan den lijve. In de school zijn ze een kleine minderheid en 
niet langer dominant. Vooral de jongens ervaren de nieuwe zwarte en 
kleurling leerlingen als een bedreiging. De jongens hebben negatieve morele 
oordelen over de nieuwe leerlingen en grijpen terug naar het Afrikaner 
verleden om hun onzekere mannelijke identeit vorm te geven.  

De ontwikkelingen binnen de instituties werk, wonen en onderwijs zijn 
heel verschillend, net als de ervaringen van de verschillende groepen 
Afrikaners. Maar hoe verschillend deze ervaringen ook zijn, Afrikaners blijven 
gefixeerd op het rassenvraagstuk. Over ieder gesprek hangt de schaduw van 
de zwarte landgenoot.  

In deel vijf vergelijk ik de institutionele ontwikkelingen en hoe ze 
uitpakken voor groepen Afrikaners. Afrikaner nationalisme en de politiek van 
de apartheid had tot gevolg dat de verschillende klassen Afrikaners dichterbij 
elkaar kwamen te staan. De neoliberale politiek van de ANC regering heeft 
het omgekeerde effect op de Afrikaner gemeenschap: de verschillen tussen 
klassen Afrikaners worden groter, niet eens zozeer in inkomen of 
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welvaartsverschillen, maar vooral op het gebied van leef- en 
werkomstandigheden. Instituties spelen hier een belangrijke rol. De lagere 
middenklasse ervaart instituties als instabiel. Scholen, wijken en de 
werkervaring zijn radicaal veranderd. Neoliberalisme holt deze instituties uit 
en daar komt het effect van raciale integratie en rechtstellende aktie nog eens 
bij. De rijkere Afrikaners bouwen aan nieuwe, stabiele instituties, zoals 
ommuurde gemeenschappen, die echter uitsluitend werken voor hen en 
negatieve gevolgen hebben voor buitenstaanders, blank en zwart. 

Niet alleen klasse speelt een rol in hoe Afrikaners het multiculturele Zuid-
Afrika en de nieuwe democratische orde ervaren, maar ook gender en 

generatie. De Afrikaanse man heeft meer moeite zich aan te passen dan de 
vrouw. Ideeën over mannelijkheid schrijven voor dat hij zich voordoet als 
sterk en onafhankelijk, als iemand die de zaken onder controle heeft. Maar 
Afrikaners hebben aan status verloren en zijn steeds meer afhankelijk 
geworden van hun zwarte medeburger. Omdat de bovenklasse meer controle 
heeft behouden over het sociale verkeer en haar omgeving, kan zij 
makkelijker ontsnappen aan de gevolgen van raciale integratie. Mannen uit de 
lagere middenklasse worstelen het meest en op het werk komen de 
veranderingen het hardst aan. Vroeger identificeerden de mannen zich sterk 
met hun werk, maar nu voelen ze steeds minder controle, waardering en 
binding. Vrouwen passen zich makkelijker aan. Ze trekken een scheidslijn 
tussen werk en thuis en schikken zich op het werk. De rijke meisjes van de 
elite school laten zien dat de nieuwe generatie Afrikaners een nieuw geluid 
laat horen. Ondanks hun geringe ervaringen met diversiteit op school (of in 
de wijk), identificeren ze zich met het nieuwe, multiculturele Zuid-Afrika en 
prijzen ze zijn diversiteit. De jongens van de lagere middenklasse op de 
andere school laten echter zien dat de opvattingen van deze jonge generatie 
(die verschillen van de oude) niet uniform zijn. Jongens uit deze klasse voelen 
zich in het nauw gedreven en trekken strakke scheidslijnen tussen blank en 
zwart. Ze halen oude, racistische Afrikaner ideeën van stal om hun 
mannelijkheid vorm te geven. 

Ten slotte moet een sociologie van het cultureel trauma van de Afrikaners 
drie ongerijmdheden overwinnen: ten eerste de spanning tussen een collectief 
en een individueel trauma. In deze studie laat ik zien dat cultuur weliswaar 
gedeeld is, maar nooit collectief. Je kunt niet zeggen dat alle Afrikaners 
hetzelfde culturele trauma hebben, maar wel dat verschillende groepen 
Afrikaners aan deze verandering verschillende betekenissen toekennen (voor 
hun eigen leven) en dat dit proces soms problematisch is. Ten tweede: de 
spanning tussen een cultureel trauma en een gestigmatiseerde collectieve 
identiteit. Mijn studie laat zien dat het stigma van de dadergroep niet 
hetzelfde is als een trauma, al kan stigmatiseren (ook voor een dadersgroep) 
traumatisch werken. Tegen een stigma kunnen Afrikaners wat doen en dat 
doen ze ook: alle Afrikaners passen de-stigmatiserings strategieën toe, alleen 
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hebben de hogere klassen veel meer cultureel en economisch kapitaal om dat 
succesvol te doen. Ten derde: de spanning in de wederkerige relatie tussen 
cultuur en emoties. Mijn studie laat zien hoe emoties culturele 
betekenisvorming beïnvloeden en vice versa. Daarbij wijs ik speciaal op de 
centrale en negatieve rol van schaamte over het verlies aan macht en 
identiteit. Vooral mannen uit de lagere middenklasse worstelen met de 
racistische erfenis van de apartheid en het verlies en de schaamte die het 
proces van verandering met zich meebrengt. Mijn conclusie is dan ook om 
beleid in Zuid-Afrika gericht op rechtstellende aktie zo vorm te geven, dat 
schaamte een kleinere rol zal spelen. 
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Notes 

                                           
 

Prologue 

1 The constitutional negotiation process dealt with many controversial issues such as 

substantive equality, language and education, self-determination and minority rights. For 

the government of the National Party it was important to be able to secure certain things 

for the future and limit the “damage” of giving up political power. The debate about the 

negotiations, the new constitution, and its repercussions for society is still ongoing. 

However, apart from the provisions on which the new affirmative action laws are based 

(which I deal with extensively in part 2), the new constitution and its effects is not the 

focus of this study. But see for instance the interesting PhD study by Kristin Henrard 

which is published as “Minority Protection in Post-Apartheid South Africa: Human 

Rights, Minority Rights, and Self-Determination” by Praeger in 2002.   

2  The total number of white people in South Africa is 4 million, out of which there 

are 1.5 million English whites. Afrikaners are descended from almost equal numbers of 

Dutch, French, and German settlers.  

3 For a more extensive definition of Afrikanerdom and a description of its ideology 

and discourse, see: (Norval, 1996, Giliomee, 2010).     

4 Melissa Steyn points at the sizable movement of white South Africans across the 

borders into other African countries, especially in the Southern African region. The South 

African media speaks of a “brain drain”; an ironic inversion of historical terminology, 

where “brain drain” was originally used for black slaves being shipped off the African 

continent. FutureFact, a polling organization, found that the desire to emigrate is pretty 

even across races. In 2007, 42% of coloured (mixed-race) South Africans, 38% of blacks, 

and 30% of those of Indian descent were thinking of leaving, compared with 41% of 
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whites. This is a big leap from 2000, when the numbers were 12%, 18%, 26%, and 22%, 

respectively. However, as The Economist noted, “It is the whites, by and large, who have the 

money, skills, contacts, and sometimes passports they need to start a life outside—and 

who leave the bigger skills and tax gap behind.” Source: White flight from South Africa: 

Between staying and going. Violent crime and political turmoil are adding to South Africa’s 

brain drain. Briefing. 25-08-2008. The Economist, Accessed September 2011. 

5 The question of what it means to come to terms with the past had lingered in 

Adorno’s mind after a massive empirical study of German opinions about the legacies of 

the Nazis, which he executed together with his colleagues in the early 1950s (Adorno, 

2010; Friedrich Pollock, 1955). Adorno was interested in how the spell of the past remains 

in the present paradoxically through the suppression of guilt, forgetfulness, or the desire to 

“forgive and forget” and to put one’s past behind them and “get on with life.” In this 

study, Adorno presents a psychoanalytically informed analysis of the rhetorical and 

conceptual mechanisms with which postwar Germans most often denied responsibility for 

the Nazi past. Mitscherlich and Mitscherlich, a few years later, found similar forms of 

denial among Germans about the Nazi past. They claimed, also using psychoanalytical 

theories, that Germans were unable to mourn about what they had lost when the Fuhrer 

died (Mitscherlich & Mitscherlich, 1975). 

6 In his essay Was bedeutet die Aufarbeitung der Vergangenheit? Adorno is actually 

surprisingly critical of the term “coming to terms with the past.” He rejected the idea of 

“coming to terms” for its double meaning of reconciliation and receiving articulation. To 

come to terms with the past was for the past also to come to terms even if, in the end, no 

terms could ever do justice to that sort of past (Adorno, 2005). Adorno was interested in 

mass pathology or social psychology, and in particular what he called the unarticulated or 

suppressed thinking of the public sphere. He scrutinized what was not said, the kind of 

unpublicized or “not-so-public” thoughts that cannot be explained away by reference 

solely to privately held opinions (F. Pollock, Adorno, Perrin, & Olick, 2011).  

7 What Nussbaum calls “primitive shame” originates in early infant life around ideals 

of omnipotence (Nussbaum, 2006). The pain of this shame is connected to fantasized ideal 

states of (infantile) omnipotence, the denial of neediness, and (inevitable) narcissistic 

failure.   

8 The work of Nancy Chodorow shows how the demand to be without need, the 

demand not to be a needy child, is implicit in the developmental history of males in many 

cultures of the world, but particularly in patriarchic cultures (like the Afrikaners) 

(Chodorow, 1999).  

9 Some warn for the “banalization” of the concept of trauma; such liberal and 

confusing use of the concept that the concept becomes meaningless (Withuis & Mooij, 

2011). Others argue that one should never confuse the “traumatic” silence of victims, with 

superficially similar behavior of perpetrators or bystanders (de Haan, 1997). 
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Chapter 1 

1 Nearly 28,000 Afrikaners and perhaps 20,000 black Africans died in British 

concentration camps during the war, many of them women and children. Their suffering is 

a central theme in Afrikaner nationalism. Van Blerk’s song is set in the trenches of that 

war. In the music video, a blooded and beleaguered Afrikaner soldier sings of “a handful 

of us against a whole big force” and “a nation that will rise again.” 

2 http://www.dac.gov.za/media_releases/06Feb07.html. Accessed 12 January 2011.  

3 The Democratic Alliance referred to the song “Bring Me My Machine Gun,” the 

personal anthem of Jacob Zuma, the then-deputy president of the governing African 

National Congress. It was an anti-apartheid song that was sung by Zuma supporters and 

that would be part of a very similar media spectacle and court case three years later. 

4 April 2010. http://www.economist.com/node/15871926. Accessed 12 February 

2011.  

5 Michael Wines. Song Wakens Injured Pride of Afrikaners. The New York Times, 27-2-

2007. Accessed June 2011. Soon after, Dutch friends sent me articles from the Dutch 

press, like the NRC Handelsblad article “Boerenlied verdeelt Zuid-Afrika.” Nothing more 

gratifying then finally having friends and family know what my research was about.  

6 Koos A Kombuis, Bok van Blerk en die bagasie van veertig jaar, 2006-11-28 

www.litnet.co.za. Accessed 10 June 2011.  

7 The Voëlvry Movement (Voëlvry means “free as a bird” or “outlawed”) reflected a 

new Afrikaans artistic counterculture hostile to the values of the National Party and 

conservative Afrikanerdom. Spearheaded by the singer-songwriter Johannes Kerkorrel and 

his Gereformeerde Blues Band, the movement (which was named after Kerkorrel’s 1989 

regional tour) also included musicians Bernoldus Niemand (James Phillips) and Koos 

Kombuis (André le Roux du Toit). Voëlvry tapped into a growing dissatisfaction with the 

Apartheid system among white Afrikaans speakers, and thus Voëlvry represents the 

musical branch of opposition that was paralleled by literature and the arts (Hopkins, Du 

Preez, Kombuis, & Ross, 2006). 

8 Two years later, in 2009, Kombuis published an autobiography in which he 

specifically explored his own conflicted feelings and the relationship with apartheid, A 

Short Drive to Freedom. Not only is it a playful reference to Nelson Mandela’s autobiography 

but also a critical commentary on the limited price Afrikaners paid for the crimes of the 

past. In this second memoir, Kombuis explores his memories of the Voëlvry movement, 

the Afrikaans rock rebellion he lead at the end of the 1980s against the National Party. 

Kombuis published his first autobiography almost a decade earlier, but in Seks, Drugs and 

Boeremusik, he hardly mentioned his history in the anti-apartheid music movement. 

Troubled by this, he returns to “take note of this history and to spend some time 

http://www.dac.gov.za/media_releases/06Feb07.html
http://www.economist.com/node/15871926
http://www.litnet.co.za/
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contemplating it, in order to properly integrate it into the present” (Kombuis, 2009, p. 7). 

Truscott points us particularly to the passage in which Kombuis elaborates on the theme 

of loss when he recalls how, before a gig during the Voëlvry tour in 1989, he walked 

through the streets of Potchefstroom(Truscott, 2010). “During this stroll, I realized to my 

amazement that Potchefstroom is actually a pretty place. The old buildings and houses 

seemed to gleam in the slanting rays of the late sun. I felt as if I was witnessing the end of 

the colonial era. I wondered how long it would be before these churches and majestic 

buildings would become museum pieces of the past, relics of Nationalism. I could not 

understand why this made me sad … I felt a profound sense of irretrievable loss, which I 

could not explain” (Kombuis, 2009:138).    

9 Antjie Krog, De La Rey: Afrikaner absolution. 1-4-2007. Comment. Mail and 

Guardian. Accessed June 2011. Krog felt that the ANC government and the media were 

far too eager to condemn Afrikaners. As if the temptation to reinvoke Afrikaners as the 

historic enemy was too big to pass on too, in the ambivalent moral times of the post-

apartheid period. Young Afrikaners were not interested, much less capable of resurgence. 

They were wrestling with a different problem. She found no reference in Van Blerk’s 

music and lyrics to grudges against the new South Africa. Even Nelson Mandela 

participated in a song. 

10 Krog notes that Bok van Blerk sings about his forefathers, his grandfather, and male 

friends, but never about his father. Why this silence, she asks? What does it indicate? At 

times, however, Bok van Blerk also puts it blatantly in his song about the grandfather: “He 

[my grandfather] doesn’t need to say it, because it is in his eyes; a pride that makes me 

ashamed, a pride from above.” The lyrics are obvious torn between loving the grandfather 

and dealing with the fact that he belonged to and is still defending the Broederbond.  

11 In Empire of Trauma, Didier and Rechtman sketch how trauma has achieved 

universal acceptance around the world as a descriptor of experience. They narrate a history 

of the concept of trauma based on developments in the professional circles of psychiatry 

and psychology, which as they show have been substantially influenced by social 

movements demanding rights, particularly for veterans and women who have suffered 

violence. 

12 In support of appraisal theories, research has found that people exposed to 

comparable events, either in the laboratory or in a naturalistic setting, will display a wide 

variety of emotional reactions depending on their appraisals of the event. 

13 Marris argued that the ability to reconstitute meaning after loss—the process of 

coping—is influenced by four sociological conditions: (1) our childhood experiences of 

attachment; (2) the nature of the meaning that has been lost: the more conflicted, doubtful 

or unresolved the meaning of what has been lost, the harder it is likely to reconstitute the 

meaning in a way that successfully disengages emotion and purpose from irretrievable 

circumstances; (3) the predictability of the loss: the less opportunity to prepare for loss, the 
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less predictable or meaningful the event itself, the more traumatically the meaning 

structure will be disrupted; and (4) the conditions after the loss: events after the loss may 

either support, encourage, or frustrate them. 

14 Like many of his contemporaries building on Freud, Marris was most afraid that 

people would deny grief. Marais wrote: “If we deny grief, we deny the importance of the 

meaning each of us has struggled to make of life” (Marris, 1974, p. 103).   

15 Freud famously introduced the metaphor of work in the science of bereavement 

(Freud, 1922). He argued that we bond with objects—a person or an idea—by investing it 

with psychological energy. Such investments are a problem when we lose something, 

because our attachments and memories of things work a lot like glue. By loss, he believed 

we could only reclaim our psychological energies through the painful work of mourning: 

by reviewing each memory and longing for the lost object. Maybe Freud’s suggestion of 

the necessity of this “work” would not have been so problematic if Deutsch had not 

consequently argued that there is a problem if such “work” is absent (Deutsch, 1937). She 

argued that if there was an “absence of grief” this suggested a pathological condition, an 

idea that is still influential in cultural approaches inspired by psychoanalysis. Maybe the 

most famous example of this is the book The Inability to Mourn by Alexander and Margarete 

Mitscherlich (Mitscherlich & Mitscherlich, 1975). They argued that Germans suffered from 

a pathological condition because they failed to grieve the loss of the leadership of the 

Fuhrer and the Nazi era. 

16 Bonanno argues that Freud’s idea had little to do with the actual working of our 

emotions after loss. Instead, it created rigid parameters in our culture for proper behavior 

that do not match what most people go through. 

17 Pride was long classified as a “secondary” emotion, an emotion that is constructed 

by society without a strong biological basis (Frijda, 1986). However, psychologists like 

Tracy and Robins show that pride has its own universal, nonverbal expression, which is 

characteristic of “primary” emotions; the emotions with a strong evolutionary background 

(Tracy & Robins, 2007). Tracey and Robbins found that when someone is proud of 

something, he wears a low-intensity smile, expands his posture, tilts his head slightly and 

places his hands on his hips or raises them above his head in fists. Even congenitally blind 

people show this behaviour, indicating that it is innate. In addition, they found that the 

expression of pride is reliably recognized by 4-year-old infants and adults over different 

cultures. This included a highly isolated preliterate tribe. 

18 Development psychologists like Piers, Wurmser, and Morrison have shown that the 

trouble with shame starts with the measure with what we consider as adequate selves. In 

other words: where our “sense of failure” of the self in shame comes from. Often we hold 

ideas of completeness or perfection—some type of ideal state—that are questionable to 

have. This is particularly true for pervasive primitive shame originating in early infant life 

that often will have a continuous influence in later life, even if children develop their own 
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autonomy and separateness in later life. It is a type of shame that arises from the primary 

narcissism of a typical human infant as the infant encounters inevitable narcissistic defeats. 

The pain of this shame is thus connected to fantasized ideal states of (infantile) 

omnipotence and (inevitable) narcissistic failure (Nussbaum, 2006). 

19 Collective guilt has been mostly studied by sociologists who concluded it was 

absent; for instance among the Germans after World War II (Adorno, 2010). Maybe they 

should have looked for collective shame.  

20 Scheff argues that shame is the primary social emotion and that it is ubiquitous in 

social life. Shame arises, he claims, when there is threat to the social bond; every person 

fears social disconnection being adrift from understanding and being understood by 

others. Scheff defined shame as a large family of emotions that includes many cognates 

and variants, most notably embarrassment, humiliation, and related feelings such as 

shyness. In his work, Scheff not only built on sociologists like Elias but also on work by 

psychologists like Lewis (Nathanson, 1987). She argued that “the experience of shame is 

directly about the self, which is the focus of evaluation. In guilt, the self is not the central 

object of negative evaluation, but rather the thing done or undone is the focus. In guilt, the 

self is negatively evaluated in connecting with something but is not itself the focus of the 

experience” (H. B. Lewis, 1971, p. 30). Strangely, given that he built on Lewis, Scheff 

argues that shame arises when there is threat to the social bond. Every person, he argued, 

fears social disconnection being adrift from understanding and being understood by 

others. Although it is true that shame involves reactions to feelings of failure or 

inadequacy, as Scheff argues, the emotion is not merely (or even primarily) about rejection 

or the threat to the social bond. 

21 Stein, for instance, argues that in the narratives of Christian conservative activists, 

the emotion of shame plays a prominent part. She shows how organizations of the 

religious right frame their appeals in order to mobilize shameful emotions toward political 

ends. 

22 Following Lamont, I make a distinction between upper-class Afrikaners and lower-

middle-class Afrikaners (Lamont, 2000). However, I have used different criteria. The 

lower-middle-class Afrikaners were selected for being employed in a blue-collar or low-

status white collar job in formerly public companies, having a high school but not a college 

degree, and a union membership. I do not use the term working class because the lower 

middle class Afrikaners occupy jobs that are still far better regarding circumstances and 

financial compensation than the majority of working-class jobs occupied by blacks in 

South Africa. For the upper class, I use the criteria of the attendance of an elite school (for 

the young) or having a four-year college degree (for adults) and living in an elite gated 

community.  

23 Feminist scholars traditionally pointed to male dominance as the source of female 

oppression. Studies revealed that men do all kinds of “manhood acts” to claim male 
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privilege, elicit deference, and resist exploitation by women (and other men) (Schrock & 

Schwalbe, 2009, p. 281). 

24 Although such masculinity ideals and fantasies are more aspirational than lived 

reality, young men are socialized in and aspire to these ideals, as they act out their 

manhood. Nevertheless, how men conform or resist to such ideals psychologically is not 

always clear (Jefferson, 1995, p. 73). Wetherell and Edley studied this process as a 

discursive practice. They suggest that boys and men choose those discursive positions that 

help them ward off anxiety and avoid feelings of powerlessness (Wetherell & Edley, 1999, 

p. 337). 

25 Mannheim defined the “social phenomenon of generations” as “nothing more than 

a peculiar kind of identity of location, embracing related ‘age groups’ embedded in a 

historical-social process.” Nevertheless, Mannheim believed that generations, radicalized 

by traumatic experiences, could transform society by challenging customary thought and 

offering new political and cultural visions (Mannheim, 1998).  

Chapter 2 

1 The debate about why these neoliberal policies were adopted is still ongoing. Patrick 

Bond argues that the Afrikaner business elite, together with their Afrikaner political 

counterpart, steered the economic transition (Bond, 2000). In his version, “white” 

capitalism did not need the apartheid project anymore and therefore the white business 

elite negotiated a political transition in which they gave up political power in return for the 

continuation of economic and cultural power and privilege. But MacDonald posits that the 

ANC was neither weak nor seduced by the white business elite—they simply opted for 

neoliberalism based on economic principles, as they believed that poverty is solved by 

growth and that growth results from giving capital incentives to investors (MacDonald, 

2006). Most likely a combination of these factors played a role. 

2 Initially, the right wing’s most important debate revolved around participation in the 

democratic process. Once this was decided, they started reframing Afrikaners as a 

“subjugated ethnic minority” and an “indigenous people” to align themselves with other 

minorities around the world, to deracialize the meaning of their chosen identity, and to 

claim membership in a group sanctioned by the United Nations (Courtney Jung, 2000, p. 

141). 

3 It dates back to far before the political transition of 1994 to the period of Afrikaner 

nationalism. Afrikaner nationalists have worked hard to present a unified image of the 

Afrikaner people. But this was a political project, not an empirical given. Historical studies 

on the Afrikaners in the early 1900s show the fragmented base of the nationalist project at 

its beginning, with the white working class waging a violent battle in between the black 

masses and the small white capital elite (Lange, 2003). The economic policies of the 

National Party did create a solid middle class that experienced consisted growth of income 
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between 1948 and the late 1980s, but at the end of apartheid this coalition of race and class 

was already unravelling, politically and economically (Dunbar Moodie, 1980; H. B. 

Giliomee, 2010; Le May, 1996; O'Meara, 1996, 2009). The transition from apartheid to a 

neoliberal democracy has reconfigured the link between race and class. In academia, the 

first studies on Afrikaners in the 1950s and the 1960s presented Afrikaners as a unified 

Volk, or people (Le May, 1996). This, of course, had much to do with Afrikaner 

nationalism and its political success, which became a favourable topic of historians and 

sociologist alike in the 1960s and 1970s. The wave of comparative studies in the 1980s on 

the emergence of white supremacy in South Africa, Brazil, and the United Stated treated 

Afrikaners also as a homogeneous people (Fredrickson, 1982; Marx, 1998). Only with the 

emergence of the new political economy school did the attention shift from “the people” 

to competition between classes of ethnic groups (F. Johnstone, 1976; Wolpe, 1976). But as 

the end of apartheid seemed near, the focus on ethnicity and ethnic conflict again 

reaffirmed a perspective that treated Afrikaners as a unitary, single-minded group (H. B. 

Giliomee, 2010; Horowitz, 1985). 

4 Bauman writes that “(O)ne thinks of identity whenever one is not sure of where one 

belongs; that is, one is not sure how to place oneself among the evident variety of 

behavioral styles and patterns, and how to make sure that people around him would accept 

this placement as right and proper, so that both sides would know how to go on in each 

other’s presence. “Identity’ is a name given to the escape south from that uncertainty” 

(Bauman, 1996, p. 19). 

5 Rather, a small black elite is co-opted by the white upper class and the corporate 

world, and nowadays endorses neoliberal policies both at the macroeconomic level and at 

the level of urban services and urban planning (Marais, 2011).  

Chapter 3 

1 Nevertheless, attributing the term “coming to terms with the past” to Adorno is 

problematic. The term became popular after one of his German lectures on the topic was 

translated in English and published as an essay 20 years later under the title “What Does 

Coming to Terms with the Past Mean?” (Adorno, 1986). “Coming to terms” is a flawed 

translation of the term Aufarbeitung, which means something like “working through.” 

Already at the time, the translator acknowledged that Aufarbeitung only colloquially meant 

“coming to terms,” but that the translation in an academic text was inappropriate (Lüdtke, 

1993, p. 542). A recent translation of Adorno’s text in English has the title: “The Meaning 

of Working Through the Past” (Adorno, 2010). Aufarbeitung in German also has 

psychoanalytic connotations, which are lost in the English translation.  

2 As Olick and Perrin write, “To come to terms with the past was for the past also to 

come to terms even if, in the end, no terms could ever do justice to that sort of past” 

(Adorno, 2005, p. xv). 
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3 When the concept of “collective trauma” was originally introduced by Kai Erikson 

into sociology, it aimed to account for the effects of the loss of communality after a 

natural disaster; communality as in the web of familiar social relationships of people’s daily 

life. Erikson defined collective trauma as “a blow to the basic tissues of social life that 

damages the bonds attaching people together and impairs the prevailing sense of 

communality” and a condition that “works its way slowly and even insidiously into the 

awareness of those who suffer from it” (Erikson, 1976, p. 154). Erikson claimed that one 

can speak of traumatized communities as something distinct from assemblies of 

traumatized persons. Cultural trauma theorists do borrow Erikson’s language but focus on 

culture. Each cultural trauma theorist defines cultural trauma slightly different. Sztompka 

defines cultural trauma as the damage inflicted by major social change on “the cultural 

tissue” of a society. For cultural trauma theorists, the damage is done to culture, not to the 

social bonds of community (Sztompka, 2000a, p. 450). Equally, when Eyerman refers to 

cultural trauma as “the tear in the social fabric of society,” he uses Erikson’s terminology 

to refer to threats to collective identity, and not to social relationships (Eyerman, 2008, p. 

22). 

4 Later, people like Cathy Caruth also pointed to alternative indirect (cultural) causes 

of trauma. Caruth argued that it is not the experience itself that produces traumatic effects, 

but rather the remembrance of it, through representation and imagination (Caruth, 1995, 

p. 17; 1996). 

5 Perhaps, this tension is explained by the fact that the theorists disagree among each 

other. This is most evident in Alexander’s structural account of cultural trauma, inspired 

by Durkheim, which defines a “cultural trauma” as a collective end condition. Smelser, 

Sztompka and Eyerman waiver between individualistic and collectivistic accounts; Smelser, 

in particular, troubles the “collectivization of coping processes” implied by a term like 

cultural trauma. He emphasizes continuing contestation about the meaning of the past; a 

process that rarely reaches a definitive settlement. In Smelser’s definition, cultural trauma 

has to do with a memory that is “laden” with negative affect and represented as “indelible 

” (Smelser, 2001, p. 62). Eyerman likewise emphasizes the role of emotions and the 

experiental mediation of the past (Eyerman, 2001). He remarks that “while a sociologically 

informed performance methodology can help us understand how actors call upon 

narratives and images in the performance of social life, emotions are what give this force, 

providing the energy for the performance and the reaction/response on the part of the 

observers” (Eyerman, 2005, p. 54). 

6 This tension within cultural sociology is certainly not limited to cultural sociology or 

cultural trauma theory, but speaks to a general concern in sociological explanation. 

Sociologists after Durkheim constantly make the leap from individual-level phenomenon 

to the collective level. For instance, Olick asked what is collective about collective memory 

and described the tension between collective memory as aggregation of socially framed 
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individual memories versus collective phenomena sui generis (Olick, 1999). As Collins 

argued, detailed microsociological studies of everyday life activity raise the challenge of 

making macrosociological concepts fully empirical by translating them into aggregates of 

micro-events (Collins, 1981). 

7 In South Africa, in the study of Afrikaners, such an approach to cultural sociology 

can be found in several studies of Afrikaners before 1990. For instance, in the 

ethnographic study of Vincent Crapanzano of white South Africans in the late 1980s 

(Crapanzano, 1986), he was interested in the effects of domination on the dominating and 

how the anxieties of Afrikaners and their prejudices shaped their world view. He argued 

that white South Africans were governed by a state of eternal arrest: the idea that they 

were waiting for some apocalyptic turn of events that they felt they could not influence. 

This cultural structure would explain their anxious psychic state. Aletta Norval’s discourse 

analysis in Deconstructing Apartheid Discourse paints a complex picture of the formation of the 

Afrikaner Volk mythology. She claims that the obsession of Afrikaner nationalist 

ideologues with the uniqueness of the Afrikaner people was in the end a hollow claim. But 

although rooted in the social constructivist tradition of discourse analysis, she also assumes 

a one-on-one relationship between cultural ideological discourse and cultural identities 

(Norval, 1996). Even a thorough journalistic ethnographic account like the Hearth of 

Whiteness by Goodwin and Schiff assumes similar cultural explanations. Goodwin and Shiff 

argue that the apartheid culture of Afrikaners was shaped by hate of the blacks and fear of 

being overwhelmed by the black majority, and that in the post-apartheid period the fear of 

black rule is still very much alive (Schiff & Goodwin, 1995, p. 79). 

8 Distinctions are expressed by normative interdictions, taboos, cultural identities, 

attitudes, and practices, but also through patterns of likes and dislikes. Lamont shows how 

the common psychological process of making distinctions is dependent and bounded by 

the cultural repertoires to which people have access, and also the structural conditions in 

which they live (Lamont, 1992, 2001). The concept of symbolic boundaries builds on 

insights from social identity theory in psychology that has revealed that the psychological 

pressure “to evaluate one’s own group positively through in-group/out-group comparison 

leads social groups to differentiate themselves from each other”(Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 

9 Other differences could be noted too: one difference is in the preferred level of 

analysis and the studied data. The theory of culture as a seamless web studies culture often 

at the macro level, by studying rhetoric and discourse at the national level. A cultural 

toolkit approach often relies on individual interviews at the micro level. The first approach 

prefers to study public rituals and discursive scripts at the macro level, while in the second 

approach the focus is on conversational and rhetorical analysis at the micro level. There is 

possible overlap too. A macro approach could clarify the possible content of the toolkit 

(and its limitations) (Sewell, 1992). For example, Bellah and colloquies showed the 
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limitations of certain cultural vocabularies, like individualism, to express and convey the 

meaning of social solidarity (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 2007).  

10 Their cultural analysis emphasizes the social and cultural patterning of public and 

personal memory, while they say less about the origins of the resulting subjective condition 

of “trauma.” Cultural trauma theorists actually offer a combination of constructivist and 

structural cultural explanations. They emphasize the constructivist and contested aspects 

of the “meaning struggle” between different groups after a traumatic event; a mediated 

process of collective representation in the media. However, they also represent cultural 

trauma as a tear in the social fabric and a threat or mark on the collective identity. 

11 In psychological accounts of trauma, the connection between identity and trauma 

was made in the 1990s, when LaCapra connected trauma to distorted identity formation 

(Dominick LaCapra, 1996). LaCapra argued that where “certain subject-positions maybe 

become especially prominent or even overwhelming, for example, those of victim or 

perpetrator. But a subject-position becomes a total identity only in cases of extreme 

“acting out” wherein one is possessed by the past and tends to repeat it compulsively as if 

it were fully present” (Dominick LaCapra, 1996, p. 12). 

12 Recent sociological research defines stigma as the concurrence of the components: 

labeling, stereotyping, separation, status loss, and discrimination (Link & Phelan, 2001). In 

psychology, the identity threat model of stigma posits that collective representations of 

one’s stigma status, situational cues, and personal beliefs and motives shape appraisals of 

the significance of stigma-relevant situations for well-being (Major & O'Brien, 2005). 

13 There is a long debate within sociology and anthropology whether culture is 

psychological, but I believe Geertz was right to argue that culture can only be understood 

through thick descriptions and cannot be equated with psychological structures (Geertz, 

1973).  However, this does not mean that emotions do not influence cultural discourses 

14 According to Alexander, cultural sociology aims to “trace the moral textures and 

delicate emotional pathways by which individuals and groups come to be influenced by 

them” (Jeffrey C. Alexander, 2003, p. 5). His idea of cultural sociology makes “collective 

emotions and ideas central to its methods and theories precisely because it is such 

subjective and internal feelings that so often seem to rule the world” (Jeffrey C. Alexander, 

2003, p. 7). 

15 Maybe that is why Alexander and colleagues fall back on the structural definition of 

culture that locates emotions awkwardly “within” culture and not within individuals when 

they talk about the emotional impact. Trauma is defined by Alexander as a mark upon “the 

group consciousness” (Jeffrey C Alexander et al., 2004, p. 10). Sztompka defines cultural 

trauma as the damage inflicted by major social change on “the cultural tissue” of a society 

(Sztompka, 2000a, p.450). Eyerman refers to the tier in “the social fabric” (Eyerman, 2008, 

p.22). Culture is also presented in conflicting ways in their theory. They not only speak of 
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culture as a process of social construction but also as “cultural tissue,” “group 

consciousness,” and “social fabric.” Such terminology builds on metaphors that represent 

culture as a “web,” or rather a “cloth”— as something pre-existing. Thus, collective 

identity and culture in their theory is both presented as something structural (thing-like) 

and a construction. This double representation becomes problematic if the connection 

between culture and emotions is considered. 

16 Eyerman, in this sense, is exemplary when he talks about historical events as 

traumatizing incidents that trigger an “emotionally charged response,” and in order to 

“repair” the collective, the process would involve “deeply rooted emotions” (Eyerman, 

2008, p. 166). 

17 In the sociology of emotions there is no shortage of theories of emotions and 

efforts to integrate emotions into cultural analysis (Ahmed, 2004; Archer, 2000; Barbalet, 

2002; Craib, 1998; Goodwin, Jasper, & Polletta, 2001; Sayer, 2005; Scheff, 1983; Turner & 

Stets, 2005; Vogel, 2000; S. J. Williams, 2001). The challenge is how to connect the two 

strands of analysis, without collapsing the emotional into the cultural—or the other way 

around. 

18 People do not analyze our feelings and emotions in abstraction, Hochschild says, 

but in relation to their “social appropriateness.” But this juxtaposition is partly misleading. 

The alternative to her suggestion that we analyze our emotions only in relation to the 

“social appropriateness” of the situation is not to do so, then, “in the abstract,” but rather 

that we also take into account their “personal appropriateness” (Hochschild, 1979, p. 560). 

19 Thoits spoke of emotional defiance for the difference in quality or degree of feeling, 

between what is expected in a given situation, according to the feeling rules and the actual 

experiences (Thoits, 1989, p. 181). 

20 What is “managed” in Hochschild’s theory? Social constructivists like Hochschild, 

Kemper argues, do not define what emotions are. Kemper writes that because they 

exclude biology they fail to provide a “category scheme” for different emotions and their 

various effects. Any sociological theory that includes emotions “cannot be indifferent to 

the psychophysiological theory with which it must ultimately link in any complete theory 

of emotions” (Kemper, 1981, p. 339). However, if we study the work of Kemper and 

Collins for answers, it is evident that this definitional problem is a much larger issue in the 

sociology of emotions. They both work with unspecific definitions of what emotions 

precisely are (for Collins, see for instance Kemper, 1990, p. 30). Maybe an overreliance on 

the sociological tradition at the expense of work in psychology has hampered full 

integration of a theory of emotions. Another explanation could be that emotions are often 

taken together as a general category, which seems to have let go of theorizing on the 

particulars of certain emotions (Although see: Barbalet, 2002; Scheff, 2000). 
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21 In the last 20 years, research on emotions in various disciplines, including 

psychology and neuroscience, has provided a much more precise definition of what 

emotions are and what they are about. Here, I built mainly on the definition given by 

cognitive appraisal theorists. What is striking about appraisal theory is how it is amenable 

to concerns of sociologists. It is through and through sociological. Emotions are always 

about the relation between people and their surroundings. Emotions tell us a great many 

things about how we relate to our surroundings and how this in turn relates to how we see 

ourselves. They tell a complex tale about how we value our relationships and attachments, 

and how they impact on our well-being. Lazarus says emotions are by definition relational 

and we should find a language to attest to it: “We should say that since both person and 

environment are important factors in emotion and adaptation, the oscillation can be ended 

only when we adopt a truly relational (or transactional) approach and find a suitable 

language for it” (Lazarus, 1991, p. 12). 

22 Such a conceptualization of emotions seems compatible with the new relationalism 

of sociological thinkers, for instance with Mustafa Emirbayer’s work (Emirbayer, 1997a, 

1997b, 2004; Emirbayer & Goldberg, 2005). It is of little surprise that Emirbayer is one of 

the few mainstream sociologists who has concerned himself with the implications of 

emotions.  

23 Fanon was the first to ask the question how racism troubles the emotional lives of 

the (post)colonial black subject. It was Fanon’s training and experience as psychoanalyst in 

Algeria, and his concern with racism and the violence to the colonial subject that lead him 

to explore the debilitating personality and identity effects of trying to understand oneself 

as a black subject within the system of values of white or European culture. He wanted to 

explain the strong emotions this identity search (or rather crisis) invokes.  

24 Ambivalence in psychoanalysis is used very specifically to refer to the coexistence of 

contradictory affects and/or impulses. Hence, for psychoanalysis, powerful emotional 

reactions typically contain—even if at a predominantly unconscious level—what would 

seem to be their emotional opposites. Powerful currents of love also contain elements of 

hate. Reponses of fear contain within them elements of attraction. It is something that is 

very counterintuitive. 

25 Whites’ opinions about many racial issues seem to have liberalized. The old Jim 

Crow ideology has disappeared and many people argue that, as a rule, integration and 

equality should guide black-white interaction 

26 Anthropologist Ruth Benedict originally defined racism as “the dogma that one 

ethnic group is condemned by nature to congenital inferiority and another group is 

destined to congenital superiority” (Benedict, 1945, p. 87).  

27 The term “racism” reflects the hypothesis that symbolic racism includes underlying 

prejudice toward blacks. The term “symbolic” highlights both symbolic racism’s targeting 
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blacks as an abstract collectivity rather than specific black individuals and its presumed 

roots in abstract moral values rather than concrete self-interest or personal experience 

(Sears & Henry, 2003, p. 260). 

28 Importantly, these ingredients do not operate separately but rather converge into a 

single perception that blacks violate certain traditional values. Symbolic racism is thus 

posited as a political belief system whose content embodies four specific themes: the belief 

that (a) blacks no longer face much prejudice or discrimination, (b) blacks’ failure to 

progress results from their unwillingness to work hard enough, (c) blacks are demanding 

too much too fast, and (d)  blacks have gotten more than they deserve. 

29 Although negative emotions play an important role in the theory, they are usually 

measured simply using the distinction between “hot” and “cold” feelings and do no not 

distinguish between different emotions. 

30 Progress in reducing racial inequality in South Africa is certainly slow and highly 

uneven, leaving especially large racial gaps in employment, housing, wealth, health, and 

criminal justice (Wasserman & Jacobs, 2003; Westhuizen, 2008). 

Chapter 4  

1 The different approaches vary in their claims from seeing discourse as an element of 

all social processes, events, and practices (Fairclough, 1992 (a), 1993) to claims that 

everything in the end is discourse and language (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). My emphasis 

on the importance of emotions makes clear my position is closer to Fairclough, even 

though methodologically I am more inspired by Potter and Wetherell.  

2 Epistemologically, discourse psychology is based on the social constructionist 

premise that the individual self is not an isolated, autonomous entity. Rather, every 

individual is in a constant, dynamic interaction with the social world.  

3 This is a debate that has its roots in the definition of critical theory as the 

interpretation to understand the meaning of human texts versus critical theory as reflexive 

knowledge and understanding to reduce entrapment in systems of domination or 

dependence. 

4 Foucault warns that there is no great “unsaid” or great “unthought” beneath 

discourse. In other words, he argues that models of discourse analysis that allude to a truth 

as “repressed” or “held back” do not work. The goal of discourse analysis is not the search 

for truth but the search for an answer to the question how discourses operate as truthful. 

5 Institutions are not a place or a thing, as the definition affirms, nor is an institution 

as a term an equivalent for an organization. 

6 In Closing the Book: Transitional Justice in Historical Perspective, John Elster argues that 

transitional justice is a fertile area for the study of the role of emotions in politics. Elster’s 

specific interests are with the mechanisms by which emotions may shape the legal 
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proceedings of transitional justice. This is not work on transition justice, but it is also not 

unrelated to it. Elster’s approach to define specific emotions and mechanisms is helpful 

here too. I argued in chapter 1 that sociological analysis could benefit from an exact 

emotional language that moves beyond the terminology of trauma, and to make a 

distinction between cultural and emotional mechanisms.   

7 This study combines a case-study approach with a discursive analysis. The majority 

of discourse studies is based on interviews and detailed analysis of discursive data. It 

analyzes and presents interview data without paying much attention to the context, other 

than the characteristics of the individual. On the other hand, most studies based on case 

studies do not include detailed discursive analysis of interview excerpts. They use interview 

quotes predominantly as illustrations without detailed analysis of what is actually said. I 

had to strike a balance between presenting the full context of the case and proving a 

detailed analysis of interview quotes. 

8 Initially, the research project focused on young Afrikaners in schools. But as the 

study evolved, and questions related to the influence of culture and emotions came into 

full view; two other institutional spheres were added for a comparative perspective. 

9 In the case of the two schools, the union Solidarity, and the gated community, I have 

done extensive observations during my visits to the research sites. At the schools, I sat in 

on classrooms, observed at the school square, and sat in the teachers’ room. At Solidarity, 

I participated in meetings and events, joined the staff on business trips, and observed day-

to-day interactions. In the gated community, I lived there for two months and observed 

the day-to-day life, participated in meetings and events, and joined security patrols. 

Chapter 5 

1 The reason why this happened is still broadly debated and explanations range widely 

from a crisis of capitalism, to the ANC’s failure to wrestle the economy away from white 

control, to pressure from the international community. Patrick Bond, for instance, argues 

in his book Elite Transition: From Apartheid to Neoliberalism that the Afrikaner business elite, 

together with its Afrikaner political counterpart, that steered the transition. However, 

MacDonald also argues that the ANC was neither weak nor seduced, but simply opted for 

neoliberalism based on economic principle. He posits that the ANC believed that poverty 

is solved by growth and that growth results from giving capital incentives to investors. 

Most likely, a combination of these factors played a role. 

2 Leibbrandt et al. Note that the overall white income share of total income has hardly 

dropped since 1996.  

3 From 1975 to 1996, the national Gini coefficient was close to 0.66, but since 1996 it 

has actually grown to 0.7 because of the growing intragroup differences among blacks. As 

Leibbrandt et al. explain: “All of the census-based empirical work makes a consistent case 

that between-group inequality declined over the period 1975 to 1996. Clearly, the forces 
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driving a widening inequality within each racial group over the last 40 years have been 

strong enough to increase the overlap between the within-race distributions. Some of the 

declining between-group inequality is due to the fact that the African share of the 

population has increased significantly over the period. Between 1970 and 2001, the African 

population share increased from 70 percent to 80 percent. This increased share was 

matched by the declining shares of the white group, which fell from 17 percent of the 

population in 1970 to 9 percent in 2001. Clearly such demographic change gives increasing 

importance to the intra-African distribution in driving the aggregate distribution”  

4The Gini coefficients by race show widening inequality within each group as shown 

by each census from 1975 to 2001. Regarding the white groups, the Gini coefficient rose 

from 0.43 in 1993 to 0.50 in 2008. On average, the rate of white unemployment remained 

low but it did grow 200 percent. In 1995 it was 4.79 percent and in 2002 it was 9.17 

percent, and has hardly dropped since.  

5 For instance, the BEE program was first joined on a voluntary basis by corporate 

boards appointing black non-executive directors and various businesses being sold to black 

empowerment groups. In particular, a few well-connected ANC members became 

incredibly wealthy during this short phase. The official aims of the BEE policy included 

the development of a visible black middle class, the improvement of skills within the black 

population, and increasing black business ownership and management in the economy. 

6 After the Civil Rights Act of 1994, the United States had numerous affirmative 

action programs that pursued redress for the disadvantaged black minority. Since then, 

countries like Tanzania, Kenya and Malaysia have also initiated extensive affirmative action 

programs, although there—just like in South Africa—the majority is the target of the 

redress programs. 

7 In the act, affirmative action is justified as “corrective steps” meant to create an 

equitable environment, which will benefit those who had been “historically disadvantaged 

by unfair discrimination.” The latter refers specifically to black people, women, and the 

disabled. 

8 Schlemmer finds that about 90 percent of Afrikaans-speaking whites and almost 80 

percent of English-speaking whites see affirmative action and black economic 

empowerment as racist (Schlemmer, 2001). 

9 Van Zyl Slabbert said the ANC has deviated from its long tradition of nonracialism 

with these policies (Slabbert, 2006) and Pick Botha even concludes that “the National 

Party would not have been party to a negotiated settlement that brought about a 

constitutional dispensation in South Africa if the ANC had insisted that affirmative action 

legislation—particularly the way it is currently being implemented—be enshrined in the 

constitution.” (Pik Botha cited in The Weekender, 17 July 2007.)  
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10 The few empirical studies on the impact of affirmative action, for instance in the 

public sector, have focused on the successful empowerment of blacks measured by the 

increase of Africans and women at senior management level positions (Ndletyana, 2008). 

Studies note that the benefits have fallen largely upon upper-class blacks and that there are 

still difficulties relating to new public management (market-oriented management of the 

public sector), high turnover of personnel, trouble filling vacancies, and bad service 

delivery (Chipkin, 2008; Naidoo, 2008). 

11 Survey researchers emphasize findings that show that all groups since 1998 actually 

think that race relationships are improving and that whites are more satisfied with their 

lives than blacks. 

12 Even in Davies’ analysis of the “local level,” she refrains from analyzing individual 

identity narratives (R. Davies, 2009, pp. 99-129). This absence has a long history in the 

analysis of race and class in South Africa (F. A. Johnstone, 1976; Wolpe, 1976). 

13 Other business organizations, including white English ones, that submitted to the 

TRC were the Council of South African Banks (COSAB), the Johannesburg Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry, and the South African Chamber of Business (SACOB) (Nattrass, 

1999). 

14 The rapid disillusion of the leading Nationalist Party, after its initial relative success 

at the first democratic elections, is of course a case in point. But also the all-powerful 

Broederbond has shrunk to a powerless group of old pensioners. The Dutch Reformed 

church has lost a lot of its members to the new charismatic churches. Many organizations 

lost their legitimacy to outsiders but equally to potential members. 

15 The majority of the men and woman interviewed for this chapter are middle-aged 

(between 30 and 50 years old). They actively participated in apartheid and consciously 

experienced the changes during the end of apartheid and the birth of democracy between 

1990 and 1994. The lower-middle-class men have, on average, worked for 20 years at their 

respective companies. They started working for these companies when the organisations 

were still owned by the state. Various men followed in the footsteps of their fathers and 

mothers, who also worked at these companies. 

16 A parastatel is a legal entity created by a government to undertake commercial 

activities on behalf of an owner government. 

17 Eskom employed 56,000 employees in 1997 and 32,674 employees by 2007; the 

number of white employees dropped from 35 percent in 1997 to 28 percent in 2007 

(Eskom Annual Reports 1998, 2007). Telkom employed 58,793 employees by March 1995 

and 25,575 by March 2006; the number of white employees remained constant between 

1999 and 2006 at 41 percent. Source: 

http://www.telkom.co.za/common/aboutus/history/index_2006.html. Accessed June 

2011. 

http://www.telkom.co.za/common/aboutus/history/index_2006.html.%20Accessed%20June%202011
http://www.telkom.co.za/common/aboutus/history/index_2006.html.%20Accessed%20June%202011
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18 Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are companies that employ between 50 

people (small) or 200 people (medium). Small white-owned businesses are not obliged to 

have black (co-)ownership or black management but need to have a certain BEE score. 

However, medium companies must have black ownership or management to qualify for 

BEE. BEE qualifications are consequently used in assigning government contracts. The 

rules for medium and small firms are set in the Codes of Good Practice on BEE for 

Qualifying Small Enterprises by the Department of Trade and Industry. While medium 

companies are scored just like larger companies and must fully comply with BEE rules, 

small companies are only obliged to keep a “score card” that assigns points for five of the 

following seven factors: black ownership, management control, employment equity, skill 

development, preferential procurement, enterprise development, and social development. 

Small companies thus do not necessarily need to have black ownership or management. 

Nevertheless, a company must score a minimum set of points to qualify and its BEE rating 

can vary. 

Chapter 6a 

1 The finance house, the Federale Volksbeleggings, was the most important. It was 

controlled by Sanlam and encouraged Afrikaners to invest in “sound” Afrikaner 

enterprises. One of the first to receive a loan of this investment fund was the young 

entrepreneur Anton Rupert, who within two decades built up the Rembrandt group, one 

of South Africa’s largest conglomerates. 

2 Pp. 436-438. Giliomee, Hermann (2003). The Afrikaners. Biography of a People. Cape 

Town, South Africa: Tafelberg Publishers.  

3 P. 157. O’Meara, Dan (1983). Volkskapitalisme: Class, Capital and Ideology in the 

Development of Afrikaner Nationalism, 1934-1948.   

4 P. 602 Giliomee, Hermann (2003) The Afrikaners. Biography of a People. Cape Town, 

South Africa: Tafelberg Publishers. 

5 In this eastern Witwatersrand Township, Africans held a well-organized protest 

against sharply increased rental prices. But a nervous police force opened fire on the black 

protesters, thereby killing 69 Africans. Business associations, including the AHI, proposed 

to reform the laws controlling the influx of black people in “white areas” to reduce friction 

between Africans and the police, but President Verwoerd wanted to know nothing of it 

and called them “traitors” who put “white privilege” ahead of the needs of the Volk. 

6 He was a farmer from Nelspruit (Malaland) who was was actively recruited by De 

Klerk in 1989 as a verlichte (enlightened) businessman who, because of his few ties with 

the ruling National Party, could be an effective transformational manager. Nevertheless, he 

had for many years been on the Transvaal Landbouw Unie (Transvaal Agricultural Union), 

a farmer organization with a very conservative constituency. De Villiers occupied several 
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minister posts like minister of agriculture but he also minister of development aid and 

minister of public works (Openbare Werken).  

7 For instance, Theo van Wijck, a former president and AHI board member, likes to 

joke to his black colleagues in other business organizations that they can better cooperate 

as separate organizations, because then they agree in 95 percent of the cases. While if they 

would merge, they would only bicker about the 5 percent on which they disagree. 

8 Of all the parties that were invited to submit to the Truth and Reconciliation 

Committee and to reveal and reflect upon what they had done wrong during apartheid, the 

business world was not the most important. Most serious crimes were committed by the 

army, the police and the security forces. Most responsibility for those crimes was carried 

by the politicians. 

9 While the TRC offered an opportunity for people who had committed crimes during 

apartheid to obtain amnesty, this option did not pertain to the crimes and criminal nature 

of the acts of the business community. 

10 The document goes on to state: “There were those who supported separate 

development because of the “separateness”; i.e., apartheid, in its crudest form. Others 

supported it for the promise of development, i.e., people could develop to their full 

potential but as different ethnic groups in their own areas. Hence, from the idealistic to the 

cynical, from the intellectual to the lay person, from the courageous to the threatened, 

from rich to poor, from agnostic to Christian—many found something in the collective 

thinking of separate development they thought worthy of support.” 

11 The period between 1976 and 1983 were the years of the Soweto uprising and the 

growing tensions between the Nationalist Party and the Western world. Here, AHI 

summarizes the developments in a distant and impersonal way. Sometimes, consequences 

are dislodged from their origins. For instance, international sanctions are mentioned but 

statements are equally made like, “Boycotts and sanctions had a devastating effect on a 

number of companies and industries.” The source of the Soweto uprising is summarize as 

follows: “Increasing internal tensions resulted in the Soweto uprising of 1976.” Increased 

resistance from the ANC, inspired by communism, is presented as follows: “One of the 

greatest tragedies for South Africa developed during this period. Activities that one side 

saw as legitimate resistance to apartheid were countered by the other side with actions that 

were considered a legitimate defense against a communist onslaught.” It is a way of writing 

history that tends to deflect concerns over historic causality and moral culpability. 

12 During apartheid, the submission acknowledges, blacks could not own land, and 

jobs were restricted. As a consequence, blacks could not use their “latent entrepreneurship, 

potential skills, and hidden talents.” Note how the document stresses the impediment to 

entrepreneurship over the use of black labour by white-owned companies. 
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13 The decision for reparation is ultimately left to the TRC while AHI suggests 

macroeconomic prudence and the use of funds formerly allocated for the effects of 

political unrest. 

14 In her book Country of My Skull, Antjie Krog gives a fascinating account of the TRC 

hearings of the business community. Within a timespan of three days, she writes, the 

business community moved from complete denial of any responsibility (Anton Rupert 

said: “we hardly ever met with the government about economic affairs”) to a full-fledged 

admission of their culpability for black oppression by economic means. Krog cynically 

writes how the “public relations people on the back benches quickly took note of the 

impossibility to look completely innocent, and how their denial was damaging their 

image.” They quickly saw a qualified admission of their culpability could do little harm and 

would be seen as a great sign of humility.  

15 Currently, the CEO of Barlo World, Lambrecht is a successful businessman but 

with a slightly different biography than most successful Afrikaner businessman. In contrast 

to many, he had not gone to a prestigious Afrikaans university, but spent his student days 

in the 1980s at Rhodes University, where he studied law. At the time, Lambrecht says, this 

was a hotbed for opposition to apartheid, and student leaders often were in the forefront 

of this struggle.  

16 If one now enters the meeting room in the AHI building of the board of trustees, 

you see a picture gallery of all the presidents of the AHI. There is a long line of old white 

men, but from 2000 on you suddenly see some coloured faces, but in the same odd classic 

way their predecessors are portrayed. 

17 As part of his presidency, the AHI in 2000 honored former president Nelson 

Mandela, who praised the AHI for its work. Minister of Finance Trevor Manual, the 

former anti-apartheid activist, is also honored. Lambrecht says: “When Franklin, Trevor, 

and I were walking off stage, Franklin said ‘I never thought I would be part of this 

organization, I certainly never thought I would be president, and I never thought I would 

do so with pride!’ Upon which Trever Manual answered, ‘I never, ever thought I would get 

an economic price from the AHI, and I never ever thought I would accept it with pride!’” 

(Lambrecht, interview.)  

18 Given on 24 October, 2001, in Bellville. Sonn’s address was presided by a speech of 

Jacob Zuma, the then-vice president of South Africa, and Sonn remains amazed how it is 

possible that a former anti-apartheid activist is now seen through new eyes and listened to 

with dedication. 

19 A rather odd reference to the words used by Afrikaners for the ANC’s attack on 

South Africa. 

20 Botha also notes the AHI has to keep shrinking its headquarters. 
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21 The macroeconomic outlook is good, and Botha reiterates AHI’s endorsement of 

the neo-liberal economic policy doctrine of low inflation, low foreign debt, a strong 

currency, steady rent, and high business trust. He notes extended service delivery to the 

poor, but without mentioning that their numbers have hardly changed. He tentatively 

notes the growing concern about service delivery of local government. 

22 Andre Lambrecht is eloquent in his defense of BEE: “Of course every process has, 

at the end of the day, its problems and how it can be bettered. But in principal, BEE is for 

me absolutely necessary. You can’t say overnight to people who have been historically and 

structurally excluded from the community, ‘Now you have to participate on a basis of 

equality but there is not structural equality.’ We have created the structures that create the 

opportunities. But this has to bring the community back to an equal footing. And you 

should not part from otherwise healthy principles for a community so that you run the risk 

of repeating the mistakes of the past.” 

23 Steenkamp was president of the division in his home town, Brits, a small city near 

Pretoria, and in 2005 he was also president of the board of directors of AHI, a function 

you occupy for one year after being vice president for a year. 

24 Interestingly, whenever AHI board members mention Phosa, they do not talk about 

his political past. They will mention that he published two volumes of poetry, including 

one in Afrikaans. It is obvious this token of cultural competency gives him great credit 

with the AHI community. 

25 The impression Phosa gives in his speech is that of a visitor to AHI. He says that he 

only  “visited” AHI meetings and people, without becoming fully part of the organization. 

This impression is countered by equally flattering words when he says that, although he 

will move on,  he remains with the AHI “in spirit” because he feels “at home” with the 

organization. 

26 Phosa also quotes a study of Haasbroek and Giliomee on the “Ekonomiese bemagtiging 

van Afrikaners.” He underwrites their view of the culture, values, and attitude matters for 

economic growth, as well as their “willingness to save, work hard, patience, and willingness 

to sacrifice.” Such a culturalist view of the economic empowerment of Afrikaners is of 

course debatable but would naturally find a willing audience among Afrikaners.  

27 AHI remains an organization consisting of  “corporative members” and many local 

businesses—often Afrikaans-owned businesses that form the backbone of local 

communities. In cooperation with the Department of Planning and Local Government 

(DPLG), the AHI focused on improving local service delivery. The AHI initiated pilot 

projects on several villages to improve service delivery, it produced a blueprint on local 

economic development for the DPLG, and it performed an audit of the financial status of 

283 municipalities of South Africa in cooperation with the local AHI branches. 
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28 Other members also mention the new division in Soweto as a sign of progress. But 

it must be said that of the more than 100 local chambers, this is the only one that probably 

has a significant black membership. 

29 This reads: “there is clearly a dichotomy between two alternative approaches to 

empowerment—one is to enable everyone to compete freely and on an equal footing, 

within the context of their own capabilities and available opportunities; and the other 

regulates the outcome of processes. History has shown the first to be the more effective 

approach to empowerment and it should be the ideal after the initial backlogs have been 

made up.” 

30 It is only two years before he will become treasurer of the ANC, one of the 

liberation organization’s most powerful political positions. 

Chapter 6B 

1 They often thereby contrast their generation with the older generation. Sometimes 

they do so in general; sometimes they do so specifically. Like Korf, they will recall the 

intense debates they had with their parents. It is as if they want to say that they were the 

real agents of change. 

2 Of course, there are some men who critique BEE and affirmative action in less 

sophisticated argumentation, but this is a minority. They argue that BEE is discriminatory 

against whites; and wasn’t the promise of the transformation of 1994 that everybody 

would be equal? In this interpretation, restorative measures are indicative of a broken 

promise and evidence that today discrimination is just as prevalent among whites as it was 

among blacks in the past. In its most extreme form (but certainly not exceptional) the new 

situation is depicted as “reversed apartheid.” The claim of being discriminated against is 

often framed in a larger narrative of victimhood on Afrikaners who are betrayed after they 

voted for change. While blacks said they just wanted to be equal, now, “everything has 

become worse.” 

3 A system where those who are deserving are valued. 

4 This last point can of course be interpreted in several ways. Most likely, it suggests 

that most white entrepreneurs share the impression that most blacks are appointed 

unfairly, that is, without the right qualifications or deserving the specific position. Hence, 

as a white entrepreneur, you have to defend to other whites the appointments of blacks in 

your company, and answer questions whether they are legitimately there. 

Chapter 7a 

1 However, the president or any of his assistants are not willing to accept the letters. 

Solidarity says “this feels like a slap in the face of thousands of South Africans.” 
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2 Political parties affiliated with Solidarity, like the Freedom Front, have even 

participated in international conferences and demanded that Afrikaners are included in the 

United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII). 

Chapter 7b 

1 How this precisely is achieved often remains unclear in their stories but the 

suggestion is that affirmative action was to benefit black workers but not necessarily to 

disadvantage white workers. Johan Faurie also argues this: “But I believe that affirmative 

action should be executed in way that we all have benefits. And this is what causes me 

heartache. We try to make right a wrong with a wrong. You cannot put two wrongs 

together to get something positive. You have to take something negative and something 

positive, and then you will make it right.” 

2 The companies are aware of these racial tensions and provide specific programs. 

Telkom for instance provides lessons in “cross-cultural learning” for its workers. During 

these courses, the men are taught a rather essentialistic take on culture: it is presented as 

something whole; as having habits and practices rooted in different values and cultural 

understandings. For example, Afrikaners learn that black men enter an open door before 

others, not out of impoliteness but out of the cultural tradition that black men enter first, 

to assure everything is safe on the other side. Cultures in these courses are neatly 

summarized as a number of bullet points in which everyone of that culture abides by. Yet, 

various Afrikaner men speak approvingly of what they have learned on these courses. 

Schalkwyk for instance has picked up from the course that black people often talk loud 

and stand away from each other, not because they do not want to get closer and talk softly, 

but because otherwise others think “skinder van die ander,” or worse of the other.  

3 What is maybe most remarkable is that every Afrikaner had a different kind of taboo 

list, of topics that are off-limits at work. There does not seem to be a particular pattern or 

division guiding them. Always, a few topics like race, culture, religion or politics were 

depicted as “taboo.” All seemed to balance the demands of integration at work through 

keeping particular topics to themselves. 

4 The examples he draws on to point out these differences are waiting in a store to be 

helped, while the (black) shopkeepers do not attend to you as a customer and let you wait 

and the example of meetings always starting late today. Yet, he nevertheless connects it to 

a “problematic attitude” and the impression he has that there is just “more order” among 

white people. Crucially, he confesses to getting “highly irritated” in these instances, that he 

simply “does not understand this because it does not make sense,” and that he finds it 

hard to “adjust.” 

 

Chapter 8 
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1 Scholars have pointed at supply-side factors to explain their emergence, like financial 

benefits for developers, builders, and municipalities that would drive the success. To 

municipalities, for instance, they are attractive because they transfer the debt liability, 

building of infrastructure, and provision of services to private corporations, while at the 

same time the municipality collects property taxes from residents. Other academics 

focused on demand-side factors, like home buyers’ preferences, new lifestyles, and fear of 

crime. Academics also noted how such communities bundle very different goods and how 

housing, community, security, and amenities were marketed and sold as a “way of living.” 

Social critics focused on the new means of regulation and controlling resident and 

nonresident behavior through subtle and not so subtle mechanisms as security measures, 

house type, and taste culture. 

2 Bremner builds on Klein’s psychoanalytic concept of terror and the work of Archille 

Mbembe to explore the link between race, crime, and privatization of space in 

Johannesburg. Klein argues that terror is something inherent to the human condition. 

Bremner writes, “It is a nameless anxiety, a fundamental vulnerability, a basic, existential 

fear of imminent catastrophe. In our attempts to escape this terror, we visit it upon the 

Other – the Jew, the Negro, the foreigner, the female—who all share one essential quality: 

the quality of Otherness, of being not me” (Bremner, 2004, p. 456).  

3 Lemanski also researched an experimental urban development that constructed a 

gated community adjacent to a much poorer community. In turns out that social 

relationships between the two communities are very bad. Overall, the poor neighbors feel 

emotional rejected by the rich and the walls only affirm that (Lemanski, 2006a). 

4 Their primary emphasis is on the “unarticulated class reproduction practices” (J. S. 

Duncan & Duncan, 2001, p. 390). For instance, Duncan and Duncan, in their study show 

the negative consequences of seemingly innocent aesthetics on conflicts between the large 

Latino communities that find employment in the wealthy suburbs but have to reside in 

neighboring communities. 

5 Blokland argues, rethinking the study of communities in the Dutch context, that for 

too long communities were equated with social relationships. Communities should be seen 

through the prism of relations, institutions, identity, and symbolic imagination. Her 

research suggests that neighborhood relationship only distinguish themselves from other 

social relationships by physical proximity and not social characteristic. Physical proximity 

is an unreliable indicator to predict the potential of social identification (Blokland-Potters, 

2003, p. 13). Neighborhood does not equal community, she says. Social communities make 

use of locations to varying degrees. 

6 Low’s argument that this nostalgia for homogenous, safe, white neighborhoods 

contrasts with the fact that they often know few neighbors. Then, this is only remarkable if 

one thinks of communities in the classic sense, as close-knit social communities. My 

argument actually fits well with Low’s finding that ideals of community harmony are often 
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associated with childhood and the past. I also agree with Caldeira’s suggestion (on the 

basis of her study of advertisements) that elite enclaves promote ambiguous values such as 

security and order with positive values such as ecology, health, and nature. Indeed, when 

Caldeira frowns at leisure presented as freedom, the seduction and boundlessness of this 

imagination becomes evident. Surprisingly, maybe, there are few references in her study to 

the resurgence of interest in community values, so central in the American literature. 

7 Other studies have called themselves ethnographic, like Setha Low’s excellent Behind 

the Gates, but never relied on actually living “inside” the gate. With Low, I do share a 

similar fascination of how people make sense of their experiences and emotions, and how 

these thoughts and feelings ultimately have moral consequences. 

8 None of the women showed any evidence of “splitting,” “purification fears,” or 

anything else that supports fancy psychoanalytic theories. People’s knowledge is practical 

and naturalized, rather than discursive. The women’s desires and motivations, their hopes 

and fears, were pretty normal. They experience “relief” and “normalcy” inside the estate, 

because of order, beauty, and the absence of crime, and fear outside the estate. 

Chapter 10 

1 The number of foreigners that either own or rent properties is estimated at around 

20 percent. 

2 The HOA is a Section 22 Nonprofit Company, which, simple put, means that all 

levies and fees need to be reinvested in the estate. On the board there is a chairman, vice-

chairman, security trustee, financial trustee, and environment trustee. Being a trustee on 

the board used to be a voluntary job but since early 2000, trustees are paid a monthly fee. 

The trustee supervises different committees, like the security committee, levy determining 

committee, aesthetics committee, environment committee, social responsibility committee, 

the estate agents comittee. 

3 Although the security company is by law not allowed to prevent anybody from 

entering the estate, they can, in such cases, make a “citizens arrest.” The police are then 

called in to do the arrest. Security personnel receive special training at Home Affairs on 

identity documentation. As the security manager said, “There is a fine line between access 

control and control of movement.” 

4 There are rules and restrictions for the type of materials, the height of walls, the plot 

size, and the wall surrounding the golf course. Apart from rules pertaining to the 

architecture of buildings, there are various other regulations. They deal with such diverse 

issues as building and house maintenance, house-selling practices, garden and road 

maintenance, but also with pet animal rules. Residents can complain to the committee 

about violations of the rules or other disputes with their neighbors, and the committee 

deals with these matters. Matters are further complicated because of the golf course and a 

game park on the estate. Particularly the golf course is a source of community friction, as 
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only 40 percent of the residents use the golf course for golfing, while the other residents 

enjoy the course as a recreational area. The environment committee regulates aesthetic 

concerns at the estate. 

5 This committee has only recently, in 2010, obtained a legal status. Before, the 

municipality ultimately decided on building plans and licences, and many residents who got 

negative advice were able to continue their plans through obtaining licenses from the 

municipality. 

6 At Golden Sun, race is a difficult topic on which to do research. Many blacks living 

in the estate refused an interview. The HOA refused to provide data and names on 

inhabitants. And many people were reluctant to talk about any racial conflict within the 

estate. Nevertheless, while I was there, there was a case of a (white) golfer who had hit a 

(black) golf caddy. The mistreatment was not reported to the police.  Unfortunately, there 

are no statics of the inhabitants of Golden Sun and there are no numbers of black people 

living in the estate. Nevertheless, their numbers are increasing, most people of the HOA 

and real estate agents say. In the past, real estate agents say, blacks would not be allowed to 

buy a house, even when they offered more than a white buyer, but this has changed. The 

HOA has no control over the real estate agents and who is working where, as long as the 

agencies stick to the rules of the HOA. But until recently, the real estate agencies still 

seemed firmly in white, mostly Afrikaans hands. There are 30 agencies working in the 

estate which employ a total of 80 agents. Of those 80 agents, only 3 are black. 

Chapter 11 

1 In the education literature, formerly Afrikaans schools are mostly called “former 

model-C schools.” This reference is to former state schools (all formerly white Afrikaans 

schools) that were labeled ‘model-C’ in 1992 by the government of the National Party in 

their efforts to restructure the educational landscape. They gave former public schools the 

opportunity to obtain and organize, to a large extent, self-government of the school 

through decentralizing school policy and school maintenance.   

2 The number of schools that remain single-medium Afrikaans has dropped from 

1,800 in 1994 until a little less than 300 in 2008 (See Lemon, 2005). 

3 In Chapter 4 of Crain Soudien’s book, The Trouble with Privilege: The Making of New 

Identities, Soudien distinguishes three groups among the privileged white youth. The first 

group, of Global Whiteness in general, feels undervalued, marginalized, and increasingly 

not at home. Turning away from their family’s white history, they orient themselves 

toward a global image of whiteness. A second group that emerges is the Old-New South 

African Whiteness. This is a group characterized by confusion. They recognize blacks as 

equal but find it difficult to think nonhierarchically about race. The third group, the New 

South African Whiteness, shows a commitment to a united South Africa and an awareness 

of their privilege status and histories. They oppose racism, are involved in their social 
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environment, and want to build an identity that is rooted and belongs to South Africa. 

They are, Soudien writes, “somehow more inclined to introspection and their narratives 

are much more self-conscious” (Soudien, 2007, p. 95). This group consists mostly of 

white, English, privileged youngsters who are mostly girls, but Soudien does not stress the 

gender aspect. He does acknowledge they can still be paternalistic and patronizing, and 

often have a limited conception of social justice but they are aware of the need to give 

something back. He also acknowledges it is hard to prove how much of their discourse is 

positive self-representation (Soudien, 2007, pp. 72-100).  

4 Jansen proposes an explanatory theory that is built around the concept of “indirect 

knowledge.” Indirect knowledge is a form of paradoxical knowledge—knowledge of 

something you did not witness. Our historical knowledge mostly consists of this type of 

knowledge. He derives his conceptualization mainly from the work of Evan Hoffman who 

studied second-generation Holocaust survivors in her book After Such Knowledge (Hoffman, 

2005). Similar to Jansen, she was concerned with the question of how historical knowledge 

is transmitted across generations. Jansen builds on Hoffman’s explanatory framework and 

especially applies it in the institutional context of the school and the university, of course, 

primary sites of knowledge reproduction. 

5 Interviews for this research were conducted over a six-month research period in 

2007 and 2008 at two secondary schools in the greater Cape Town metropolitan area in 

South Africa. Semistructured interviews were conducted with over 40 students in both 

schools. Although the focus was on white Afrikaner youth, interviews with other students 

of other ethnic groups were included. Ten teachers were interviewed, as were other 

members of the staff at the school. Next to interviews, participatory observation was done 

in and outside the school, including visits to home residences and school parties. I’ve 

opted to use fictionalized names for the schools researched, as not to compromise 

children who have spoken to me willingly and openly about many private issues.  

6 The classes H and D are the top classes of grade 11, while class R is considered the 

worst—the difference between these classes academically being quiet strong. I found that 

these students were not only the most articulate but also the most isolated from the few 

coloured students at Hoërskool De La Rey. They present, in a way, the view of the elite of 

the elite. From the interviews with students in these classes, I have chosen to focus in this 

chapter mostly on girls, although I will every now and then refer to the boys. I found that 

females in general most clearly articulate their position of privilege and their guilty feelings. 

The reasons for this are partly the topic of this chapter, and will be further discussed in the 

conclusion. 

7 Grade 11 was chosen also because it is the year before the students’ final year but 

also the year from which their grades will be used by universities for selection. 
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Chapter 12 

1 This, by itself, is an unlikely outcome, as recent educational reform has made it into 

one of the last such schools in the country. Although tellingly, its best students take 

English as a first language in the higher grades. 

2 Traditionally, the head boy has been an honorable function for the most successful 

male student, chosen by the students. Organizationally the school has its own tradition in 

student representation. The school has a student cabinet, which consists of 12 members. 

They are the prefect of their class. Every prefect chairs a committee that focuses on a 

particular topical issue—like culture, drama, hockey or dancing—and is assisted by two 

other students. Prefects are voted in every year, with a system of weighted votes. The 

votes of the students in grade 11 count the most, and the votes from teachers, and from 

students in grade 12 and 8 count the least. Each year, the school chooses a hoofseun and a 

hoofmeissie of grade 12, matriek.   

3 The school does not want to provide numbers of the totals of students from 

different ethnic groups.  

4 In most cases, a similar scenario developed. Initially, such schools saw the number of 

non-white students slowly increase after their official admittance in the early 1990s. At the 

same time the intake of white students decreased, there was an influx of white South 

Africans moving to the suburbs. There are simply less white kids to go to these schools. 

But there is another dynamic at work as well. In response to the drop of white students, 

formerly Afrikaans-speaking schools were forced to attract non-white students. To protect 

their standards, formerly white schools often focused at first on attracting the best non-

white students with academic and sport bursaries. Nevertheless, with numbers of white 

students decreasing, many formerly Afrikaans schools had to shift to dual-medium, 

attracting even more non-white students and further shifting the racial balance. It seems 

that at certain points, such schools obtained a bad reputation among white parents and 

students. Such schools were said to suffer from “a drop in standards” and “violence and 

drugs.” Often based on myth rather than reality, the damage done to these reputations 

pushed schools over the edge, with many losing their entire white student population. But 

that is a story we will explore in the next chapter. 

5 Central to the school’s image to the outside world is the performance of sports. The 

school is in competition with other (elite) schools in the Western Cape that are often much 

larger—up to 2,000 pupils—and often equally or better endowed. Rugby is the most 

important sport, at least for boys, while netball is for girls. Athletics also stands in high 

regard, with the school investing a considerable amount of time and money to recruit the 

best coaches, often the same who are responsible for the training at the provincial level. It 

is in sports where the changes after 1994 are most visible. The competitive nature of 

school sports, and the prestige invested in it by schools, has—after the desegregation—

opened up a market where students are lured to schools based on their athletic abilities. 
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They will receive a scholarship and housing in the school’s hostel. At De La Rey, 

scholarships are mostly awarded to top-performing coloured athletes, who are being 

drafted from all over the Western and Northern Cape. That such students perform poorly 

academically seems of less concern. 

6 By law, the school is obligated to file the number of students of different ethnic 

groups. However, the headmaster has challenged the provincial department for many years 

about these regulations. He argues that today, all students are “South Africans” and 

obstructs the release of numbers about the student population. 

7 A few subjects will be given in mixed classes, because there are just too few students 

for the course. 

8 Even in the mixed R class, coloured and white students will sit on opposite sides of 

the room. In 2007 class R had about 7 white students and 23 coloured students. White 

students who sit in this class will still refer to coloured students as “being loud” and say 

coloured students are different as they “joke and laugh a lot.” Exemplary for the lack of 

knowledge with the students is that even coloured and white students from class R fail to 

explain why there are so many students of color in their class while in other classes there 

are hardly any.  

9 Yet, boys will inform you that they have “authority” and nobody dares to “mess with 

them.” 

10 Apart from a few exceptions, like the school head boy, there are almost no 

academically successful coloured students. Whether they have less chance to perform 

according to the school’s standards or whether they were from the start already 

substandard, is an open question. 

11 This is not to say that the students of class R are always unpopular. Many perform 

strong in sports for the school and are praised by both students and staff for this. But 

overall they are routinely described as deviating from the norm, as troublemakers and as 

rebels who needed to be reined in. 

12 Here, however, we are not so much concerned with the well-being of coloured 

students at a white school, although the consequences will be profound, but with the 

question of how this situation is seen by the white students of the other classes—if it is 

noticed at all. 

13 During my time at De La Rey, I have not heard one explicit discriminating remark. 

14 But some boys equally express strong antiracism, although in a different way. They 

would say the get “angry” at people being racist and for “being so stupid.” 

15 Their race talk is also factually often inaccurate. None of the interviewed students 

knew approximately how many coloureds were in the school. They also lacked specificity 

in their thinking on ethnic groups and the distinctions between groups.  
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16 Here, we see the echo of older colonial stereotypes, and the long history in which 

obsession and disgust with the exoticism of the racial other is mixed with fascination and 

liking.  

17 Again, there is much ambivalence in such value judgments. Some boys speak 

admirably of coloured boys being “tough” and “standing their ground.” There is a certain 

level of admiration and respect for their strong masculinity and their macho performance. 

Boys note how coloureds will “stand together,” both physically and socially.  

18 He is also the only boy who says he often jokes with his coloured friends about race 

and racial stereotypes. 

19 Because of crime, students are hardly allowed out of their quiet suburbs. Crime is 

not an abstract thing for the students. Most have had experiences with crime, both large 

and small. Houses have been burgled or they have been robbed on the streets. It is a 

combination of crime and fear of crime that is the main factor in limiting their living space. 

The daily living world of most white Afrikaans-speaking students is very small. The places 

they are not allowed to go are numerous, and include almost all areas outside their own 

neighborhoods and the direct location of the school: the townships and the city parks. 

Students are forbidden to walk there. Female students are often not allowed to go 

anywhere by themselves. Some students are allowed to go downtown during the 

weekends, but only in groups and transported by taxi. Their spatial lives are limited to the 

City Bowl and the northern suburbs, where half of the students have their homes. 

Nevertheless, students refer to their neighborhoods as “quiet” and “not much going on.”  

20 At the time of my research, the school underwent a large renovation project. For 

this, there were dozens of black painters, builders, and electricians working in the school. 

The presence of such a large number of black male workers produced commotion among 

the students. After a number of crime incidents, the working personnel had to check in 

through the front gate and write their name every time they went in and out of the school, 

a laborsome  system. During my second visit, in 2008, I myself was subject to the same 

procedure.  

21 At school, students have contact with coloured workers. Many of them, people who 

work in the gardens or as security guards, have only received limited education. 

22 Boys, on the other hand, sometimes firmly defend being Afrikaner. They stress that 

an Afrikaner is “not bothered by who he is.” Markus says that Afrikaners “do not care 

what people think of them. An Afrikaner person does not mind.” He specifically relates 

this to a younger generation: “We do not care what others think of us. We do things we 

want to.”  

23 Even if students argue that they in principle agree with the goals of affirmative 

action, they say current programs affect them disproportionably. The programs are not 

“fair” to them and should be executed based “on merit.”  
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24 Male students also say that because black and coloured people have the advantage, 

they do not work as hard and start to expect to be treated differently. They say that blacks 

expect to receive “handouts” from the government. Such statements echo the old racism 

of the past, but are also justification of their continued privilege and a growing anti-state 

sentiment.  

25 Boys on the other hand sometimes use hyperboles to state their dismay. Whether it 

is because they are harder hit by affirmative action or whether they just respond more 

aggressively, they say they have “no opportunities” in the future. 

Chapter 13  

1 Today a former military officer still practices air rifle shooting in the school’s main 

hall with the youth, but none of the attendants come any more from Die Groot Trek. 

2 The school has not kept records of students’ ethnic origins. It is therefore difficult to 

assess what the exact trend has been in enrollment numbers of students of color at Grote 

Trek. But I think the pictures of the metric class do provide an indication of changes, if 

only an indication of a trend. The pictures on the school walls, which depict the metric 

classes of the last decennia, tell the story. We see that in 1992, the school accepted its first 

coloured students. In the years between 1994 and 2007, the number of coloured students 

has been fluctuating, but never increased rapidly or decisively. It hovered anywhere 

between 13 and 46—a number that was reached in 2002 when the school had a total of 69 

metric students, and thus only 23 whites in metric. But even in the metric class of 2006, 

there were still 21 white students, for a total of 44.  

3 Scattered through different grades we find a handful of exceptions, but inquiry 

confirmed that the white kids’ presence at this school is marked by their lack of other 

options given their troubled background. 

4 The teacher corps at the school has been more resistance to change than the 

students. In 2007, there were only three teachers who were coloured; the others are all 

white-Afrikaans. Among the more recent hired staff, there seems to be a quick turnover, 

with the average new teacher only staying one or two years. The headmaster has been in 

charge of school affairs since 1994. Many teachers have been teaching at the school for 

decades, some even for more than thirty years. While their experience of this rapid change 

deserves equal study, the focus in this article is on the youth. 

5 In terms of sections 39(4) and 61 of the South African School Act, 1996 it was 

ordered that no student could be refused if the family was not able to pay for school fees. 

As a consequence, schools like Grote Trek that are unable to apply strict selection attract 

many of such students.  

6 Explanations can help the students adjust to the changes and give them a sense of 

control of the situation. 
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7 Alex compares his own behavior as linked to his upbringing with a boy who attacked 

him at school. Through this comparison he not only tries to distance himself from these 

new “others,” but also to place himself above them. He places the changes and their 

consequences in a moral framework or rather, looks through a moral frame that makes 

him stand out positively. 

8 Victor is the most active in this way. He says: “Well … maybe like … ‘if it’s not 

white it’s not right.’ That’s a joke, and everybody in our group laughs and even my 

coloured friends laugh. But then some people take it seriously and so we’re racist; so we 

just explain the situation,  and say ‘sorry if we offended you’ … A coloured guy will 

sometimes reply, ‘Once you go white that ain’t right’ and I laugh but other white people 

take it serious and stuff like that, so yeah … it’s mainly the grumpy people who moan.” 

9 Ironically, it are the new coloured teachers who are most aware of what has 

happened. And they are the ones who celebrate the last white students for their 

achievements. 

10 The double use of “they” in the last sentence points in a different direction: the first 

“they” points to the older group of Afrikaners and the second “they” points to non-

Afrikaners who blame his generation for the mistakes of the past. But that he mentions 

them here in one sentence signifies how the responsibility for the past and his current 

stigma are meshed together in his anger. 

Chapter 14 

1 I say specifically not neighborhoods because the members of the lower middle class 

are hardly concerned about their neighborhood. They perceive their neighborhoods to 

have changed very little, except maybe for the rise in crime and the degradation of urban 

services. 

2 Note that the question of why these schools followed such a different trajectory was 

not at the heart of this study. Instead, by contrasting the different processes of 

desegregation at the two schools, I wanted to highlight the impact of institutional change 

on youth identity, and how alterations in institutional praxis mediated the process of racial 

integration. 

3 They define race trouble as “the individual desires and preferences and social forms 

that are constituted by the coordinated activity of people who act in race-relevant ways.” 

4 The Gini coefficient for the white population in 1975 stood at a relatively low .36, 

signifying the success of the apartheid government in bolstering the position of the poorer 

members of the Afrikaner community. In 2005, the Gini coefficient was at .45 (Bhorat & 

Westhuizen, 2007).  

5 For instance, entrepreneurs are able to control the number of black employees in 

their firm. They can also partly circumvent Black Economic Empowerment by using 
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constructions like joint ventures. For Solidarity members, on the other hand, affirmative 

action is imposed from above. The men working in Telkom and Eskom are forced to 

work together with their new black colleagues. 

6 There is a long debate within sociology and anthropology whether culture is 

psychological, but I believe Geertz was right to argue that culture can only be understood 

through thick descriptions and cannot be equated with psychological structures (Geertz, 

1973). However, this does not mean that emotions do not influence cultural discourses. 

7 It is not that Afrikaner women do not feel a similar sadness about the problems and 

struggles at work or school, but they do seem to have a better language for it, and that 

eases the tensions. 

8 This was already true for Afrikaner nationalism, with its ideals of self-sufficiency and 

portrayal of Afrikaners as independent from everything else. However, it is still true for 

groups like Solidarity that fantasize about being independent and self-sustaining from the 

ANC government and black South Africans. 

9 Feminist scholars like Nancy Chodorow and Gail Gilligan, and psychologists like 

Dan Kindlon and Michael Thompson have argued that is particularly true for men and the 

socialization of boys. They are often told to be self-sufficient and have shame about their 

failures and need for others. They hide their need for others, and consequently, as 

Nussbaum writes, “avert their own gaze from their inner world” (Nussbaum, 2006, p. 

193). While they fail to understand their own emotions, they are at the same time pushed 

to appear as a controlling adult. In this way, a vicious cycle of shame is triggered that 

leaves their emotions unexamined and underdeveloped at an infantile level, while they 

suffer from great difficulty to understand their own feelings and those of others. Society 

and culture thus has great influence on the harm that shame can inflict. 

10 Patriarchy is symbolized by a perfect and merciless father who rules supreme. 

Familial and cultural norms, Nussbaum writes, often prescribe the child to be without 

need. Ideally, when the child is growing up, he will learn to relax this omnipotence and his 

urge to control, predominantly through parental guidance. He will learn morality and start 

to accept his incompleteness, lack of control, and in the end, his mortality. Dependent on 

the trajectory of this process, shame (and his narcissism) will be more or less harmful. 

11 In their study, they did not measure collective shame (but see Lickel et al., 2004). 

Moreover, their research is based on controlled experiments outside of the normal societal 

context. In all fairness, they do argue that given a negative group history, emotions might 

shift over time. Group members could tend to experience shame upon initial public 

exposure of “dirty deeds,” but later might feel guilt when moral responsibility for 

permitting those acts to occur is accepted. It might also shift with generations from shame 

to guilt. 

Epilogue 
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1 A comparison between South Africa and post-war Germany in their dealings with 

the past is fraught with difficulty for issues of historical particularity (N. Alexander, 2002; 

Dominick LaCapra, 1999). Nevertheless, to compare is not to equate and I believe I draw 

a legitimate parallel.  

2 In her book, Nussbaum gives examples of American cultural traits for which they 

can feel shame: the love of luxury, the common resentment of redistribute taxation, or the 

belief that the poor cause their poverty. 

3 Krog is livid and desperate when former President De Klerk only gives a half-

hearted apology. She writes: “When De Klerk walked out, it was as if something slipped 

through my fingers forever. Speechless I stand there for the Archbishop. Whence will 

words now come? For us. We who hang quivering and ill from this soundless space of 

Afrikaner past? What does one say? What the hell does one do with the decrowned 

skeletons, origins, shame and ash?” (Krog, 1999, p. 194). 

4 Vice writes that she wants to explore not what white people should do, but how they 

should be.  

5 At the heart of the problem is Vice’s unclear definition of shame. A difficult 

emotion, as I have argued, that easily is connected to narcissistic tendencies, disconnection 

from others, and denial of guilt. Vice’s aim is to encourage self-examination, like Krog and 

Nussbaum, but she never makes a distinction between “moral shame” and “primitive 

shame.” Vice is unaware of debates in psychology and philosophy about the nature of 

shame. She does suggest that solutions can be found for the white South African in 

becoming politically active and socially engaged, and that a commitment to self-

examination is itself an attachment to justice. She is aware of the dangers that a focus on 

the self can become egocentric. But precisely because she does not stipulate which aspects 

of white selves should be scrutinized, this becomes a problem. Her suggestion that self-

examination can do without public debate and instead should be related to silence seems 

wrong. Vice writes: “My argument for the appropriateness of feeling shame and of 

responding to it with silence and humility depends not on some ancient wrong done in our 

name, but of our own ongoing wrongdoings and their visible effects. Once again, then, the 

best moral response is to accept shame as both appropriate and troubling, and to turn 

one’s attention to the self with silence and if possible, humility.” 

6 In response to Vice, some argued that we shouldn’t cultivate the right emotions, 

because emotions are an unreliable moral guide. Some argued that whites should instead 

engage more vigorously with the public debate. Repairing the past, they say, means taking 

the time and energy to engage in conversation. Others argue that privileged whites, 

precisely because of their power and position, should challenge the economic and social 

policies that lead to current injustices. Again, others dismiss Vice’s focus on whites, when 

the real issue is black empowerment. 


