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7.1 A history

The current state of health and medical 
sciences in South Africa is a function 
of its history. As all health and medi-

cal knowledge has its origins in the total-
ity of the human experience, the historical 
process that led to the present-day state 
of health and medical sciences in South 
Africa includes acquisition and exploita-
tion of knowledge that underpinned the 
rich pre-colonial traditions of health care 
at the Cape of Good Hope and elsewhere 
in the country. It is well known that before 
the process of colonisation started, ill sail-
ors were regularly disembarked at the Cape 
and placed in the care of traditional Khoikoi 
healers. These healers made use of a variety 
of healing methods which included the use 
of local herbs derived from the rich Cape 
flora (this later led to intensive botanical in-
terest, the development of ‘Dutch remedies’, 
and the export and inclusion in European 
pharmacopoeias of  indigenous Cape plants 
like ‘buchu’and aloes). The knowledge that 
formed the basis for the indigenous heal-
ing practices at the Cape was the result of 
centuries of experiential learning and ex-
perimentation. 

With the establishment of an outpost at 
the Cape by the Dutch East India Company 
(DEIC) in 1652, with the purpose of revict-
ualling its ships en route to the East, a new 

wave of experimentation in search of the 
cause of the killer disease, scurvy, ensued. 
The DEIC spared no expense in seeking a 
cure for this dreaded disease. Ships’ doc-
tors had to keep records of all symptoms, 
fresh water was produced by distillation, 
ventilators were introduced to pump fresh 
air through the ships, vinegar was sprinkled 
and gunpowder burnt between decks in at-
tempts to reduce the incidence of scurvy. 
The Cape also had access to other medi-
cal- scientific developments in Europe and 
smallpox vaccination (variolation) was im-
plemented before the 1767 epidemic. When 
a Portuguese ship carrying slaves who had 
been vaccinated with cow-pox entered the 
harbour, local arm-to-arm vaccination was 
done on slave children to test its efficacy 
and safety. 

Britain took over the administration of 
the Cape Colony in 1795 which led to an 
increase in British imperial influence on 
health and medical research. Owing to 
a lack of critical mass (only 45 licensed 
doctors in 1807-8), however, it took a lit-
tle longer for Cape doctors to engage in 
experimental medicine, and the success-
ful use of the anaesthetic machine by Wil-
liam G Atherstone in 1847 was arguably 
the most famous medical experiment at 
the time. Despite the Cape’s richly diverse 

7.1.1 Early colonisation
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flora and the interest shown in its medici-
nal properties by Europeans, only a limited 
number of experiments involving folk and 
indigenous plant remedies were conduct-
ed at this time by Joseph Mackrill, James 
Barry, William Atherstone and Samuel Bai-
ley. District surgeons showed little interest 
in responding to a government request to 
submit accounts of their experiences with 
indigenous plants and their medicinal use. 
In the late nineteenth century, most colo-
nial science was tied up with the objectives 
of the British Empire, part of which focused 
on the containment of diseases which af-
fected black workers and white colonists. 
It became policy in the early twentieth 
century to create entities for research and 
technical assistance that would serve the 
empire’s economic and political interests. 
With the advent of the Commonwealth in 
the 1950s, increasing influence was exerted 
by the powerful scientific community in 
Europe and the United States of America. A 
relationship akin to imperialism in research 
ensued, with funding, equipment, the re-
search agenda and publication dominated 
by the more developed countries. 

7.1.2 The driving role of mi- 
ning in medical research

Given the mineral-based economy of 
the country, much of twentieth-cen-
tury medical research was focused 

on supplying a pool of healthy, cheap la-
bour to the mining industry. Research was 
characterised by projects that were urban-
based. The establishment of the Colonial 
Bacteriological Institute for laboratory work 
on rinderpest (for the study of which epi-

demic Robert Koch visited South Africa) and 
leprosy in 1891 marked the start of govern-
ment investment in medical research. This 
was followed by the establishment of the 
South African Institute for Medical Research 
(SAIMR) in 1912, funded partly by the 
Chamber of Mines. With the establishment 
of science councils by the Smuts govern-
ment, the Council for Scientific and Indus-
trial Research (CSIR) was the major source 
of state funding for medical research until 
the Medical Research Council (MRC) was 
established in 1969 as an off-shoot of the 
CSIR. Given the interest of the mining in-
dustry in maintaining a healthy workforce, 
much effort went into producing a vaccine 
against pneumococcal pneumonia, a lead-
ing cause of death in otherwise fit young 
miners. The first pneumococcal vaccine trial 
was published in 1914, and the research 
continues to this day at the SAIMR - now the 
National Health Laboratory Service (NHLS) 
- part-funded by the MRC. Other diseases 
that affected mineworkers were tubercu-
losis (TB), silicosis and asbestosis. The re-
search response to TB was the institution of 
a TB Commission by the Union Government 
in 1912, followed by the establishment 
of a TB Research Committee by the Union 
Government and the Chamber of Mines in 
1926, which culminated in the establish-
ment of a TB Research Unit at the CSIR in 
1963. Despite the considerable investment 
in TB research, there was very little progress 
in lessening the TB disease burden because 
the social and economic circumstances of 
the mineworkers and the majority of the 
population remained largely unchanged. 
The South African science community was 
also extensively engaged in asbestosis and 
silicosis research, but many of the research 
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findings were suppressed as a result of the 
reluctance of both government and indus-
try to acknowledge responsibility for these 
diseases in mineworkers. 

7.1.3 Other research initiatives: 
infections, nutrition, gene-
tics, medical technology and 
epidemiology

Research on prevalent parasitic dis-
eases such as amoebiasis and bil-
harziasis received funding from the 

CSIR at an early stage, and research units 
were established in 1949, so that  by the 
1950s and 1960s South African scientists 
were making significant international con-
tributions to the diagnosis and treatment 
of amoebiasis, in particular. In research on 
viral diseases, the role of the Onderstepoort 
Veterinary Research Institute, which laid 
the foundation for virology in the country, 
cannot be overestimated. Vaccines against 
typhus, plague, influenza and yellow fever 
were developed in South Africa, and work 
on polio vaccine led to the establishment 
of the Poliomyelitis Research Foundation 
laboratories in 1953, which later became 
the National Institute for Virology (1973), 
renamed the National Institute for Commu-
nicable Diseases in 2002. 

It was not unusual for research on nutrition-
al diseases to have its origin in the needs of 
the mining industry. As early as the 1920s, 
scurvy was found to be a problem in South 
African mines, where mineworkers subsist-
ed on a diet of mainly maize meal. Work on 
kwashiorkor and scurvy was funded by the 
Union Department of Health, the CSIR and 

the World Health Organisation (WHO). In 
the 1950s, the CSIR established a National 
Nutrition Research Unit, later the Research 
Institute for Nutritional Diseases (RIND), 
which continued work on the link between 
lipid metabolism and coronary artery dis-
ease. Work on dietary iron overload and 
deficiency, aflatoxins and liver cancer con-
tributed to the extensive South African con-
tributions to clinical nutritional research. 

The emergence of transplant surgery 
stimulated a field of medical science which 
had far-reaching ramifications and allowed 
South Africa to achieve a few global ‘firsts’ 
in the field. The first human heart transplant 
in 1967, which was followed by the first hu-
man fallopian tube vascular transplant in 
1975, led to the development of cardiology 
research, while the potential for rejection 
of transplanted organs prompted immuno-
logical research of a cutting-edge nature. 
Programmes in renal transplantation added 
to this impetus and led to experimentation 
with total lymphoid radiation to control or-
gan rejection. It is fair to say that the promi-
nent role of local transplantation surgery 
added a whole new dimension to the field 
of immunological studies in this country. 

Historically, genetic research had been in-
fluenced by the founder effects in the case 
of certain genetic diseases like porphyria, 
for which a research group was established 
by the CSIR in 1957, pioneering techniques 
for the diagnosis and classification of lo-
cally prevalent forms of disease. Familial 
hypercholesterolaemia is another disease 
that occurs with unusual frequency in cer-
tain South African populations, and was 
rendered largely controllable by local in-
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novations in diagnosis and care. Genetic 
diseases of bone and cartilage became an-
other speciality. Notable work in the genet-
ic structure of local populations was done 
by South African geneticists.  

South Africa also has a history of contrib-
uting to the development of diagnostic 
medical equipment. The work by Zwaren-
stein and Shapiro on a diagnostic test for 
pregnancy and by Goetz on digital plethys-
mography were examples of this. The 1979 
Nobel Prize for medicine was a joint award 
for computerised tomography; the first to-
mographic scanning machine was based 
on Cormack’s work at Groote Schuur Hospi-
tal, Cape Town, in the 1950s.

The 1980s saw the emergence of epidemiol-
ogy as a major field in South African health 
and medical research. The establishment 
of the Centre for Epidemiological Research 
at the MRC in 1988 led to a national push 
to re-establish the discipline after decades 
of neglect. South Africa had contributed 
significantly to the field internationally 
through the work of pioneers in epidemiol-
ogy, a significant number of whom had em-
igrated in response to the policy of apart-
heid. While population-based research had 
been conducted by South African scientists 
for decades, the renewal of interest in epi-
demiology coincided with an increasing 
focus on the societal benefits of research. 
A new emphasis on the implementation of 
research findings led to grant-making by 
the MRC being conditional upon scientists 
formulating implementation objectives 
in research proposals. This marked a shift 
away from so-called ‘basic’ research to more 

so-called ‘applied’ research. The emergence 
of HIV/AIDS and its common co-morbidity, 
tuberculosis, saw the establishment of the 
MRC HIV/AIDS Research Unit in 1987, and a 
number of major donor-funded, multi-cen-
tre research programmes, many engaging 
productively in vaccine research. 

7.1.4 Political transition 

The political transition in South Africa, 
heralded by talks between the South 
African government and liberation 

movements in the early nineties, reflected 
itself in the health and medical science en-
vironment. Inevitably, the national research 
agenda was influenced, shaped and dis-
torted by the minority government’s policy 
of apartheid, which served to legislate the 
existing racial inequalities in South African 
society. The anti-apartheid academic boy-
cott adversely affected all South African 
science activity. The political turbulence of 
the 1980s, which presaged the failure of 
apartheid, reflected itself in the changing 
nature and emphases in health and medi-
cal research in South Africa. 

Notwithstanding the fact that most health 
and medical research is conducted at 
higher education institutions, the MRC, 
South Africa’s premier health and medical 
research organisation, which collaborates 
with virtually all the major health scientists 
and institutions in South Africa, serves as a 
useful prism for viewing the change in the 
nature of South African  health and medical 
sciences. The MRC’s annual report for 1989 
raised the question ‘whether the manner in 
which research is practised, supported and 

TWAS book_Chap7.indd   190 2009/10/05   01:11:33 PM



7health and medical sciences

191

H E A L T H  A N D  M E D I C A L  S C I E N C E S

managed is still suitable in a rapidly chang-
ing South Africa’. The futile efforts at estab-
lishing international links (colloquia were 
held with Taiwanese and Israeli scientists), 
and a recognition that the government’s 
policies, including its influx control policy, 
were failing, saw the creation of the Centre 
for Epidemiological Research in Southern 
Africa (CERSA), the main aim of which was 
to study the interaction between urbanisa-
tion and health. (The prime purpose of the 
decades-old influx control policy had been 
to restrict the movement of black people 
from rural areas to the cities; decades of 
forced removals from urban to impover-
ished rural labour reserves and the crimi-
nalisation of the process of rural-to-urban 
migration had led to untenable population 
pressure in the Bantustans, which were cre-
ated as quasi-independent mini-states for 
black South Africans). The MRC also refor-
mulated its mission statement to reflect its 
role as providing the research base for the 
improvement of the health of all South Afri-
cans. Research highlights in that year were 
work on air and water pollution, parasitic 
diseases in communities, infectious diseas-
es in developing communities, urbanisa-
tion and health, the importance of exercise, 
heart attacks and heart disease, diet and 
cardiovascular disease, organ transplants, 
nutrition in developing communities, and 
trauma, a far cry from the disease- and labo-
ratory-oriented rubrics cited earlier. 

The impact of political change was further 
highlighted in the MRC President’s report 
the following year (1990), thus: “……….
fast changes in political, economic and 
social spheres of South African life caused 
major demands on research practice and 

management”. The MRC responded to this 
change in the research environment by 
making major changes to its research pro-
grammes with “greater stress on communi-
ty health research in an attempt to improve 
the quality of life of all population groups 
in South Africa”.  For the first time, the MRC 
annual report mentions the evaluation of 
health care as a research highlight, reflect-
ing a new emphasis on the relevance of re-
search to the provision of health services, in 
a changing discourse in health and medical 
sciences. 

Significantly, the MRC experienced an up-
surge in international contacts following 
the unbanning of liberation organisations 
in 1990. The academic boycott was relaxed, 
and opportunities for communication and 
scientific exchange mushroomed. South Af-
rican scientific collaboration was no longer 
limited to Taiwan and Israel, and visiting 
scientists to the country increased dra-
matically. This was accompanied partly by 
the formation of bilateral links with some 
African countries. In the words of the MRC 
President in the 1992 annual report: “It now 
only needs a political settlement here to 
enable us to fully develop and implement 
our research development programmes 
with our neighbouring countries as our full 
partners  for the benefit of all the people 
of Africa.” This was a dramatic shift indeed! 
By 1991, the Fogarty International Centre 
of the National Institutes of Health in the 
United States provided six postdoctoral 
bursaries to South Africans, premised on a 
selection process that was openly affirma-
tive in character.

The early nineties also saw the establish-
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ment of a National AIDS Research Pro-
gramme, almost a decade after the first 
patients were reported in the country. In-
terestingly, it was AIDS research that estab-
lished a ‘breakthrough in international rela-
tions’ through a visit of a delegation from 
the US Centres for Disease Control in 1991. 
The largest longitudinal study in Africa, the 
Birth-to-Ten study, launched in 1990, exam-
ined the relationship between social, eco-
nomic and environmental factors and child 
health over a decade. Studies on causes of 
infant death, adolescent death and risk-tak-
ing behaviour in teenagers, diabetes preva-
lence in urban populations and trauma in 
urban areas were conducted from 1991 on-
wards. Environmental research focused on 
air pollution in the Vaal Triangle1, respira-
tory tract illnesses in smoking households, 
indoor air pollution, childhood lead expo-
sure and the use of environmental health 
services by urban populations. 

The new legislation, the South African Med-
ical Research Council Act, Act 58 of 1991, 
changed the way in which the MRC was 
governed. For the first time the board was 
chaired by an independent chairperson, 
and it immediately identified tuberculo-
sis, malaria, nutrition intervention, trauma, 
AIDS and urbanisation as research priorities. 
The MRC introduced a system of national 
programmes in these priority areas in or-
der to facilitate the networking of research 
and researchers across science councils 
(Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC), 

CSIR, Foundation for Research Develop-
ment (FRD)), higher education institutions 
(universities and technikons2) and non-gov-
ernment organisations, and to ensure that 
the whole spectrum of research would be 
carried out. The new system envisaged that 
‘basic’ research would be conducted mainly 
in the higher education sector, while epi-
demiological and community-oriented re-
search would be conducted by the MRC 
and its associates. The MRC, consonant with 
the activities of the South African govern-
ment, established contact with the African 
National Congress3 and hosted its Secre-
tary for Health, amongst other internal or-
ganisations - thus marking a dramatic shift  
in policy. 

In the same year the MRC’s National AIDS 
Research Programme mounted a series of 
studies which ranged from improving di-
agnostic methods to developing strategies 
to encourage reductions in risk behaviour. 
(The dire predictions made by scientists in 
1991 would come to pass some years later). 
The year 1991 was also the year in which 
a major initiative in malaria research, in-
volving a number of countries in southern 
Africa (Mozambique, Zambia, Zimbabwe, 
Swaziland, Namibia and South Africa), 
was planned. It was to become one of the 
most significant international contributions 
made by South African scientists. Research 
into rapid methods of tuberculosis diagno-
sis led to the MRC’s Centre for Molecular 
and Cellular Biology at Stellenbosch Univer-

1  A heavily industrialised and urban area situated to the south of Johannesburg.
2  Technikons are tertiary education institutions which focus on technical instruction. They are now referred to as universities of technology.
3  The African National Congress (ANC), South Africa’s present-day ruling political party, was for decades declared an illegal organisation                                                                                        
    by the apartheid government. 

TWAS book_Chap7.indd   192 2009/10/05   01:11:33 PM



7health and medical sciences

193

H E A L T H  A N D  M E D I C A L  S C I E N C E S

sity developing a technique for Polymerase 
Chain Reaction testing of sputum samples 
which could be performed in mass screen-
ing for the disease. Significant community-
based studies on coronary risk factors were 
conducted in this year which provided an 
opportunity to re-assess interventions in 
the Coronary Risk Factor Intervention Study 
(CORIS) in three towns in the Western Cape, 
and to determine the nature of coronary 
risk factors in urban Africans in the Cape 
Town metropole. Other major events in-
cluded the discovery of the chromosome 
on which the gene for albinism was located, 
and the launch of a national collaborative 
programme to advance the development 
of technology for health care. 

The year saw studies into the provision 
of health services in Port Elizabeth, the 
evaluation of health services in two Cape 
Town teaching hospitals, an investigation 
of the attitudes of private practitioners to 
health care provision, and a consultative ap-
proach to establishing the priorities for a 
post-apartheid health system. All of these 
marked a radical departure from the tradi-
tional research agenda of the MRC up to 
that time, and heralded the beginning of a 
different emphasis on the role of research 
in the health of populations. Concurrent 
with this were efforts at defining newer 
sampling techniques in peri-urban areas, 
and the creative use of routinely collected 
data in these atypical environments. 

7.1.5 Changes in research gov-
ernance

A constant refrain throughout the new 
era has been decreasing state fund-
ing of medical research, associated 

with increased reliance on private-sector 
and donor support. Due to financial con-
straints, a number of national programmes 
had to be discontinued, viz. the Bilharzia Re-
search Programme and the Environmental 
Health Programme. Governance of the MRC 
was changed when three new standing 
committees reporting directly to the board 
were established. In 1992, a significant step 
was taken when an affirmative action em-
ployment policy was formally introduced 
within the MRC, causing a shift from tradi-
tional support patterns. The negative eco-
nomic growth experienced by South Africa 
reflected itself in further reduced state allo-
cations to health and medical research. The 
MRC began to show large increases in the 
non-state (contract) funding of its intramu-
ral programmes. The research agenda also 
began to include the implementation of 
results as part of the process during 1992. 
The MRC initiated a new Technology De-
velopment and Transfer directorate, with a 
view to greater interaction with the private 
sector and translation of research results 
into patents and other forms of intellectual 
property. AIDS education, condom-use and 
seroprevalence studies, TB and AIDS, a mul-
ti-drug TB register and research into early 
bactericidal activity of anti-TB drugs formed 
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the bulk of research into AIDS and TB. The 
research into nutritional diseases highlight-
ed the prevalence of nutritionally-induced 
(mainly iron deficiency) anaemia. In addi-
tion, researchers pledged support for a na-
tional nutritional surveillance programme 
and involvement in developing nutrition 
research capacity, both significant depar-
tures from traditional nutrition research.

The National Malaria Research Programme 
was established in 1992, the year in which 
the programme leader participated in the 
Global Ministerial Summit on malaria in 
Amsterdam. This was the start of a regional 
initiative which was to lead to striking im-
provements in malaria control in southern 
Africa, despite the increased migration 
consequent upon the political changes in 
the region. The Amoebiasis Research Pro-
gramme, with the most comprehensive 
bank of amoebae in the world, continued 
its cutting-edge research in diagnostic 
and therapeutic measures, distinguishing 
between pathogenic and non-pathogenic 
species through iso-enzyme electro- 
phoresis. 

The discovery of a faulty gene that caused 
deafness and blindness was discovered 
by genetic researchers in 1992. It was also 
found that a deficiency in the sixth compo-
nent of complement, which made subjects 
susceptible to recurrent bouts of menin-
gococcal meningitis, was common in the 
Western Cape. Exciting work on new antibi-
otics, cloning the receptor which responds 
to gonadotrophin releasing-hormone, new 
anti-cancer agents, and advances in bio-
physics and nuclear medicine continued in 
a number of centres. At the level of health 

service provision, the cost-effective identifi-
cation of high-risk pregnancies using Dop-
pler flow velocimetry by the MRC’s Perinatal 
Mortality Research Unit and the new MRC/
University of Natal Pregnancy Hypertension 
Unit were important translational activities. 
A Rural Injury Surveillance Study, multi-sec-
toral strategies towards child safety and 
the completion of the Cape Metropolitan 
Trauma Study, the first of its kind in Africa, 
marked the research contribution to our 
understanding of these major public health 
problems. Laboratory research on tempera-
ture regulation, vascular research and dia-
betes produced significant new findings, 
while dental research and bone research 
were especially productive. Urbanisation 
research addressed adolescence, violence 
prevention and the health risks of domestic 
fuel use. 

The Centre for Epidemiological Research in 
Southern Africa diversified the scope of its 
activities to include work on epidemiology 
and health systems, biostatistics, and re-
search into chronic diseases of lifestyle. The 
new Technology Development and Transfer 
Initiative of the MRC marked the beginning 
of the implementation of the broader man-
date provided by Act 58 of 1991.

In 1993, the MRC adopted the philosophy of 
‘Essential National Health Research’ (ENHR), 
which altered its approach to research 
management. The distinction between so-
called ‘basic’ research and so-called ‘applied’ 
research was to be no more. National health 
problems would be addressed scientifically 
in an integrated manner, and all research ef-
forts would be utilised to answer pressing 
research questions. Regrettably, the organi-
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sation’s early efforts to engage in private-
sector technology development met with 
financial disaster. Millions of Rands were 
lost, and the organisation suffered staff 
retrenchments as a result. Research efforts 
continued, however, and a significant new 
finding was the discovery of a monoclonal 
antibody to overcome post-transplant 
bone marrow rejection, while progress was 
reported in xenotransplantation for kidney 
disease in animal models. 

Major research activities included the 
initiation of Action TB, a R30 million ini-
tiative funded by a pharmaceutical com-
pany aimed at globally curbing TB, which 
brought leading scientists in South Africa 
and the United Kingdom together. Three 
South African centres of excellence, which 
included scientists from a number of uni-
versities and the SAIMR, concentrated in 
this area on molecular genetics and drug 
resistance, virulence determinants and 
host-cell interaction, the provision of bulk 
mycobacterial organisms, and the mainte-
nance of mycobacterial strains. July 1993 
saw the establishment of a network of clini-
cal researchers in TB and HIV, signalling a 
recognition of the implications for TB of the 
HIV/AIDS epidemic affecting the country. 

Studies in identifying receptors involved in 
the induction of dysentery, including  the 
use of enzyme-linked immunoassay (ELISA) 
and immune-electron microscopic tech-
niques for the detection of small viruses 
causing gastroenteritis, was conducted with 
international scientists; the effect of the Ed-
monston-Zagreb strain of measles vaccine 
on child immunity was tested by scientists 
in South Africa and the United States; while 

the effectiveness of the 1990 mass measles 
immunisation campaign was assessed by 
the CERSA . Home-based care for HIV/AIDS, 
regional surveillance of HIV/AIDS, the role of 
sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) in HIV 
transmission, the role of traditional practi-
tioners in combating the HIV/AIDS epidem-
ic, primary care for HIV-infected subjects, 
and the use of simplified tests for diagnosis 
of HIV infection, amongst others, were on 
the research agenda in 1993. The malaria 
research programme included the develop-
ment of a Malaria Information System, drug 
resistance, prophylaxis, mosquito repel-
lants and malaria vector surveillance, while 
bilharzia research included testing different 
methods of disease control, including the 
use of newer drugs and the development of 
newer diagnostic techniques. At the same 
time, innovative diagnostic techniques for 
amoebiasis and the discovery of a link be-
tween amoebiasis and Wegener’s Disease 
elicited great international interest. 

Researchers discovered two new mutations 
of the gene for familial hypercholesterolae-
mia and a mutation in a gene that codes 
for one of the apolipoproteins, and devel-
oped diagnostic methods to identify gene 
defects in a number of conditions, includ-
ing retinitis pigmentosa, Leber’s hereditary 
optic neuropathy, and Usher’s syndrome. 
Other activities included research into Tay-
Sachs disease, porphyria, genetic cardiac 
disease, and the discovery of a previously 
unknown genetic disorder. 

Research in perinatal mortality, women’s 
health in a peri-urban area, ongoing follow-
up in the Birth-to-Ten project, premature la-
bour, prenatal care, midwife education and 

TWAS book_Chap7.indd   195 2009/10/05   01:11:34 PM



196

the state of science in south africa7
H E A L T H  A N D  M E D I C A L  S C I E N C E S

a review of abortions dominated maternal 
and child health research, while popula-
tion-based nutrition surveys, iron supple-
mentation in schools, the distribution of io-
dised salt, and vitamin D deficiency formed 
the bulk of nutrition research.

Health systems research included the inte-
gration of curative and preventive services, 
evaluating the role of community health 
workers, a review of the registration of births 
and deaths, the stimulation of health pro-
motion, the ‘Healthy Cities’ Project, and 
the introduction of violence-prevention 
projects. 

Cardiovascular disease and lifestyle re-
search included a costing of the burden of 
cardiovascular disease in South Africa, risk 
factors for coronary heart disease in adoles-
cents, and the role of sodium in hyperten-
sive heart disease. At the level of laboratory 
and animal experiments, studies clarified 
the role of monocytes in arterial disease, 
the prevention of heart attacks, and the re-
lationship between certain endocrine cells 
and diabetes. Research into exercise physi-
ology, oral and dental health, health care 
technology, and radiobiology continued to 
contribute to the increasingly diverse pool 
of health and medical science.

A conference organised by the Essential 
Health Research Group (later renamed the 
Community Health Research Group) of 
the MRC in June 1993 identified a number 

of key issues affecting health and medical 
research in South Africa. The need to de-
velop capacity in public health research, 
a concomitant need to develop research 
capacity at historically black universities4, 
and the over-riding need to make research 
results rapidly available to policymakers, 
were identified during the conference. This 
led to the allocation of 20% of the funds 
for proposal applications, bursaries, fel-
lowships, internships and research trainee 
posts for historically black universities, and 
the establishment of the Research Capacity 
Development Group in the MRC. The excite-
ment surrounding the political changes in 
the country also led to the MRC seeing an 
important role for researchers in policy de-
velopment, and contributions were made 
to the National AIDS Convention in South-
ern Africa, the national advisory commit-
tees on primary health care, AIDS, tuber-
culosis, trauma, nutrition and malaria. The 
organisation also played a facilitatory role 
in shaping a national cancer control policy 
for the country.

The number of visitors to South Africa con-
tinued to rise and the MRC alone hosted 
123 international guests during 1993. The 
year also saw increasing contacts between 
South African scientists and scientists in 
southern Africa.

4  Under apartheid, South African universities were established for different racial groups. Those created for black South Africans were 
 under-resourced and under-funded, thus limiting their capacity for research. 
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7.1.6 Re-shaping health and 
medical sciences in South  
Africa 

The establishment of a Government 
of National Unity5 in 1994 heralded a 
new era in the history of South Africa. 

This was accompanied by major changes 
in the governance structure of the MRC. A 
new Ministry of Arts, Culture, Science and 
Technology assumed responsibility for 
scientific research, including health and 
medical studies. A new MRC board was ap-
pointed through a democratic and public 
process, the first of eight science councils 
to be constituted thus. Fourteen new mem-
bers were appointed to a complement of 
seventeen board members. The year saw 
the implementation of an integrated re-
search agenda composed of both ‘basic’ 
research and ‘applied’ research, which fit-
ted with the new government’s blueprint 
for development, the Reconstruction and 
Development Programme (RDP)6.  A major 
new thrust in the science environment na-
tionally was the increased emphasis on ca-
pacity development and corrective action. 

In keeping with the renewed energy in 
health and medical science, buoyed by in-
creased international contacts, the number 
of collaborative research units and centres 
in the universities was increased. The health 
and medical research community made 
significant contributions to the evolution 
of national plans, as well as provincial ones. 

Contacts with African researchers, especial-
ly malaria researchers, grew exponentially 
and a WHO Collaborating Centre for Ur-
ban Health, which involved a leading uni-
versity and the largest city in South Africa, 
was established in 1994. An international 
tuberculosis conference was held in March 
1994, the National AIDS Plan, informed by 
scientists, was accepted as government 
policy, malaria distribution maps assisted 
in targeting anti-malaria interventions, and 
air pollution studies and studies with sister 
science councils into community participa-
tion were conducted to inform policy. In re-
sponse to a dire shortage of epidemiology 
skills, courses were conducted by research-
ers in collaboration with higher education 
institutions, primarily through Schools of 
Public Health. Partnerships extended be-
yond the traditional, and a collaborative 
project on the benefits of electrification 
was initiated with the Electricity Supply 
Commission (ESKOM). A health legislation 
research project explored deficiencies in 
health legislation education, and tobacco-
control research informed the process that 
led to the promulgation of tobacco-control 
legislation. Laboratory-based researchers 
found themselves increasingly located in 
multidisciplinary units. One such example 
was the Pneumococcal Research Unit at the 
SAIMR which had activities that included 
molecular biology, clinical research, epide-
miology and vaccine production. Financial 
support for capacity development in health 
and medical research was provided by the 

5  As part of a political settlement a Government of National Unity comprising the old apartheid government and the liberation 
    organisations was formed to oversee the period of transition before the first democratic elections in 1994.
6  A socio-economic policy implemented by the ANC government after 1994 to address the issues of poverty and the shortage 
    of social services across the country.
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FRD, and a number of initiatives sought to 
develop research infrastructure, research ca-
pacity, research training and grantsmanship 
at historically disadvantaged institutions. 
Technology development saw a dramatic 
increase in funding for research collabo-
ration between science councils, higher 
education institutions and industry during 
the year. Significantly, the annual report of 
the MRC for the years 1994/5 included a 
separate Health Impact Report signifying a 
dramatic shift of emphasis in the practice of 
health and medical sciences in South Africa, 
coupled with a concerted effort to inculcate 
a research culture in disadvantaged, newer 
higher education institutions. South African 
scientists began to play significant roles in 
international professional organisations 
and the WHO. 

The areas of research were expanded with 
the addition of work on the quality of care, 
health promotion and women’s health. By 
1995, the new MRC board had reshaped 
the vision, mission and goals of the organi-
sation. Greater efforts at defining the rel-
evance of research and improvement in the 
quality of research saw the establishment 
of the scientific strategy committee, com-
posed largely of scientists, as well as a per-
formance evaluation sub-committee of the 
board. New collaborative units included a 
Pneumococcal Research Unit at the SAIMR 
and a Diarrhoeal Diseases Research Unit at 
the Medical University of Southern Africa 
(MEDUNSA), a first at a historically disad-
vantaged institution.

7.2 Fifteen years post-apart-
heid

The last fifteen years have been re-
markable for the rapid growth in 
health and medical research in South 

Africa. Shaped by a reorganisation of sci-
ence and technology under the new gov-
ernment, a comment from Gerald Keusch, 
Director of the Fogarty International Centre 
of the National Institutes of Health, USA, 
captures this phenomenon eloquently: 
“The accomplishments of the South African 
Medical Research Council since the tran-
sition in government is nothing short of 
outstanding. The advancement of research 
capacity in your country is stunning, and 
the productivity you and your colleagues 
have achieved is a tribute to the standards 
of excellence in research you have done so 
much to promote”. This comment reflects 
the advances in health and medical scienc-
es in South Africa as a whole. The expansion 
of research was aided by an increase in the 
government grant to the MRC from 2000 
onwards. A concomitant increase in grant 
funding in higher education, science coun-
cils, not-for-profit non-governmental or-
ganisations, and business sectors reflected 
itself in a dramatic increase in research ac-
tivity across the country. Apart from an in-
creased output in most areas of health and 
medical research, the increased vigour in 
the research environment also manifested 
itself in the creation of exciting new fields 
of research, while programmes that had 
fulfilled their mandates or became less rele-
vant were closed. The years 2000/1 saw the 
emergence of new programmes which in-
cluded the South African Aids Vaccine Initi-
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ative, HIV prevention and vaccine trial units, 
the national telemedicine programme, the 
first national programme of the global Co-
chrane Collaboration, and the launch of the 
Global Alliance for TB Drug Development. 
An Office of Indigenous Knowledge Sys-
tems was established in 2001, which was 
to develop a most innovative clinical trials 
platform for evaluating traditional medi-
cines. This led to the establishment in 2004 
of a Traditional Medicines Reference Centre 
which straddled the MRC and the CSIR. 

The new millennium also saw the emer-
gence of rural health research through initi-
atives in Bushbuckridge and rural KwaZulu-
Natal, which tracked populations over time, 
thus contributing significantly to global 
demographic and health surveys. In April 
2003, the United States Track and Field As-
sociation announced that all future races in 
the United States would be run according to 
guidelines developed by the MRC’s Exercise 
Science and Sports Medicine Research Unit 
at UCT in South Africa. A study on blood 
lead in schoolchildren showed that levels 
of exposure were high and exceeded inter-
national reference levels. The first Phase IIb 
clinical trial of a South African AIDS vaccine 
was launched in 2007, and the work of the 
HIV Prevention Research Unit was recog-
nised through its designation as a United 
States National Institutes of Health (NIH) 
Clinical Trial Unit. In addition, a number of 
sites in South Africa have been designated 
for paediatric and adult HIV clinical trials 
units, funded by the NIH.

A significant advance has been the align-
ment of South African ethics committees 
with internationally recognised and accept-

ed standards of good practice, particularly 
in the conduct of clinical trials. Coupled 
with an increasing number of postgraduate 
students from other universities and insti-
tutions on the continent, South Africa has 
seen a remarkable increase in the number 
of students completing postgraduate work 
in South Africa, co-supervised by South 
African scientists. Much more can be writ-
ten about South Africa’s health and medi-
cal research at present. Suffice it to say that 
South African health and medical science is 
thriving and growing stronger by the day. 
In assessing the current state of health and 
medical science in South Africa, it is neces-
sary to examine its resource base.

7.3 Expenditure on health and 
medical research in South Af-
rica

South Africa spent 0.87% of its Gross 
Domestic Product on research and 
development (R&D) in 2004/5, an 

increase from 0.81% in fiscal year 2003/4. 
This figure rose through 0.92% in 2005/6 
to 0.95% in 2006/7, close to the national 
target of 1%. The total domestic expendi-
ture (includes local and foreign funding) 
on R&D in fiscal year 2006/2007 was over 
R16.5 billion (up from about R10.1 billion in 
2003/2004), of which 15.1% was spent on 
health and medical sciences. The propor-
tions of funds derived from this amount ex-
pended on health and medical R&D in the 
business, government, higher education, 
not-for-profit and science council sectors 
in 2004/5 varied from 10.1% in the not-
for-profit sector, through 11.9% in the sci-
ence council sector, 14.7% in the business 
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enterprise sector, 16.4% in the government 
sector and 17.4% in the higher education 
sector (Fig. 7.1). 

In addition, the proportions spent on bio-
logical sciences were 10.5% in the science 
council and government sectors, 7.6% in 
the higher education sector, 1.9% in the 
business enterprise sector and 0.4% in the 
not-for-profit sector. A small part thereof 
would conceivably have been spent on 
health and medicine-related research. In 
keeping with international best practice, as 
defined by the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD), 
R&D expenditure is related to certain so-
cioeconomic objectives set by the country. 
When looked at from the perspective of the 
socio-economic objectives set by the Min-
istry of Science and Technology, the per-
centage spent on health R&D varies from 
10.2% for science councils, 11.8% for the 
not-for-profit sector, 12.9% in the business 

enterprise sector, 13% in the higher educa-
tion sector and 14.8% in the government 
sector (Fig. 7.2).

Over time, the proportion of total R&D 
spend on health and medical R&D in-
creased substantially from 13.5% of total 
R&D expenditure in 2003 to 15.1% in 2006 
(Fig. 7.3).

A more nuanced examination of research 
expenditure on the health and medical sci-
ences reveals a mixed picture. While the 
percentage of the expenditure on health 
and medical R&D by socio-economic objec-
tive declined from 14.1% to 13% between 
fiscal years 2003/4 and 2004/5, there was 
a significant increase in business sector 
expenditure on health and medical R&D 
from 10.1% to 14.7% over the same period. 
A similar increase was found in business 
expenditure by socio-economic objec-
tive. This increase was found in spite of a 

Figure 7.1: Percentage of total health/medical R&D spent by sector in fiscal year 2004/5
Source: National Survey of Research and Experimental Development (2004/05), CESTII.
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Figure 7.2: Percentage of health/medical R&D spent by socio-economic objectives for fiscal 
year 2004/5
Source: National Survey of Research and Experimental Development (2004/05), CESTII.

decline in overall health and medical R&D 
expenditure by socio-economic objective, 
reflecting a markedly increased investment 
in health and medical R&D by the business 
community in South Africa. 

The proportion of R&D expenditure in the 
higher education sector spent on health 
and medical research decreased from 20.9% 
in fiscal year 2003/4 to 17.4% in fiscal year 
2004/5. The reasons are thought to be the 

Figure 7.3: Percentage of total R&D spend devoted to health/medical sciences for the period 
2003-6
Sources: Survey of Research and Experimental Development (2004/05), CESTII and National Survey of 
Research and Experimental Development 2006/07, Department of Science and Technology and HSRC.
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increased service load on clinicians, which 
has eroded their ability to spend time on 
research, and the attrition in the number of 
clinical researchers. This is a matter of con-
cern, given South Africa’s research gains in 
this sector in recent decades.  

Over the same period even greater de-
clines (more than a third) have been noted 
in the not-for-profit sector’s overall health 
and medical R&D expenditure, as well as 
expenditure by socio-economic objective. 
However, as stated in the National Survey of 
Research and Experimental Development 
of 2004/2005 the reason for this is largely 
methodological; many of the not-for-profit 
researchers were reclassified into other cat-
egories, thus accounting for the steep drop 
in all modalities. Science council R&D ex-
penditure on health and medical research 
remained constant over the fiscal years 
2003/4 and 2004/5 at 11.8% and 11.9% of 
the total science council R&D expenditure. 
However, the proportion spent on health 
and medical R&D by socio-economic ob-
jective by science councils increased from 
7.7% in fiscal year 2003/4 to 10.2% in fis-
cal year 2004/5. This reflects a reduction in 
expenditure related to the advancement 
of knowledge (basic research) and an in-
crease in expenditure on so-called applied 
research. 

7.4 Numbers of health and 
medical researchers in South 
Africa

Based on the most recent survey conducted 
by the Department of Science and Technol-
ogy (DST) and the HSRC, South Africa had 

7 262 researchers, technicians and support 
staff involved in the medical and health sci-
ences in 2006/7. (This does not include sci-
entists working in the biological sciences). 
Of these, 64% were researchers, just less 
than 20% were technicians, and about 17% 
were made up of support staff. Of all R&D 
staff, more than half were women, while 
48% of the researchers were women (Table 
7.1). This is higher than the ratio in most 
countries. The majority of the scientists 
were working in the higher education and 
business sectors, followed by the science 
councils and government. It is important 
to note that the MRC has 45 collaborative 
research units, most of which are staffed by 
scientists in the higher education sector. 

7.5 Scientific outputs

In measuring scientific outputs, the number 
of scholarly articles produced by South Afri-
can scientists provides a good sense of the 
productivity as well as the quality of the dif-
ferent fields of health and medical research, 
indicated in Table 7.2. All information on 
this topic is derived from a draft report pro-
duced by the Centre for Research on Sci-
ence and Technology (CREST) based at the 
University of Stellenbosch, South African 
clinical research outputs in the recent past 
– what do they tell us about enhancing the 
future system? For purposes of discussion, 
the health and medical sciences are divided 
into basic health sciences, clinical health 
sciences and public/community health sci-
ences. Most of the journal articles published 
by South African health scientists are to be 
found in the clinical health sciences; basic 
health sciences account for about a quarter 
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of journal articles, while public/community 
health sciences account for 16% of all jour-
nal articles over the period 2001 to 2005. A 
comparison with the period 1996 to 2000 
shows a decline in the proportion of journal 
articles published in the clinical health sci-
ences over time (Table 7.2). 

On examination of South Africa’s share of 
articles in international journals (classified 
as ISI and non-South African, ISI and South 
African, and non-ISI and South African jour-
nals) by broad field, CREST found that basic 
health sciences research was almost ex-
clusively published in overseas ISI journals 

Table 7.1: R&D personnel working in the research fields of the medical and health sciences 2006/07 

R&D personnel by occupational category      
SECTOR           Researchers     Technicians    R&D support staff         TOTAL 
                          Male        Female   Male       Female         Male       Female         Male       Female

Source: DST (Department of Science and Technology) & HSRC (Human Sciences Research Council). 2009. 
National Survey of Research and Experimental Development 2006/07. Pretoria: DST & Cape Town: Centre 
for Science, Technology and Innovation Indicators (CeSTII), HSRC. 

Business 309 473 185 299 132 427 626 1 199

Government 52 94 84 80 47 76 183 250

Science councils 114 167 89 242 54 81 257 490

Higher education 1 941 1 481 247 166 132 261 2 320 1 908

Not-for-profit 8 13 1 1 2 4 11 18

TOTAL 2 424 2 228 606 788 367 849 3 397 3 865

Fields
Number of articles

1996-2000 % of total 
of 7 519 2001-2005 % of total  

of 8 843

Clinical health sciences 5 679 75.5% 6 313 71.4%

Basic health sciences 1 795 23.9% 2 307 26.1%

Public/community health sciences 1 258 16.7% 1 434 16.2%

Total 7 519 - 8 843 -

Note: Some journals are classified into several journal field categories. The inevitable double counting 
means that the totals do not add and percentages do not add to 100%.

Table 7.2: Number of articles published by field for periods 1996-2000 and 2001- 2005
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(100% in 1996-2000, and 97% in 2001-2005) 
(Table 7.3). Similarly, the share of articles in 
overseas ISI journals in clinical health sci-
ences increased from 56.5% to 61.5%, while 
the share of public/community health sci-
ences publications appearing in interna-
tional journals increased substantially from 
41.15 to 55.6%. South African scientists 
thus experienced an increased presence in 

the international science community in re-
cent years.

South African publications also showed 
an increasing proportion of foreign co-au-
thors, reaffirming the growing international 
stature of South African health and medical 
scientists.

Fields

 1996-2000 2001-2005

ISI & 
non-SA

ISI  
& SA

Non-
ISI & 
SA

Total 
articles

ISI & 
non-SA

ISI  
& SA

Non-
ISI & 
SA

Total 
articles

Clinical health  
sciences 56.5% 19.6% 24.0% 5 679 61.5% 18.2% 20.2% 6 312

Basic health  
sciences 100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 1 795 97.2% 0.0% 2.8% 2 307

Public/community 
health sciences 41.1% 0.0% 58.9% 1 258 55.6% 0.0% 44.4% 1 434

Total articles in health 
and medical sciences 62.5% 22.8% 7 519 67.1% 13.0% 19.9% 8 843

Table 7.3: Publication of articles by field and journal type for the periods 1996-2000 and 2001-2005

Note: Some journals are classified into several journal field categories. The inevitable double counting 
means that the totals do not add and percentages do not add to 100%.

Fields

1996-2000 2001-2005

Total SA authors 
of known gender

% female 
authors

Total SA a 
uthors of  

known gender
% female 
authors

Clinical health sciences  2 429 33.2% 2 454 35.9%

Basic health sciences  1 227 34.8% 1 388 36.7%

Public/community health  
sciences     824 43.0%     857 48.4%

Total 3 056 35.7% 3 253 38.5%

Table 7.4: Publications as a function of gender and field for the periods 1996-2000 and 2001-05
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7.4.1 Outputs by gender, race 
and age

Inevitably, gender and race are impor-
tant measures of the transformation of 
South Africa’s health and medical sciences 
community. Of the three fields in health 
and medical research, public/community 
health sciences have the largest proportion 
of women publishers - 43% between 1996 
and 2000, and 48% between the years 2001 
and 2005 (Table 7.4). While the proportions 
of female authors in clinical health sciences 
and basic health sciences are lower than 
this, there has been a modest increase in 
female authors in all three fields of health 
and medical research.

Table 7.5 illustrates the distribution of au-
thors by race. While the classification of 
authors is not always known (thus limit-
ing the analysis), it is interesting that the 
proportion of black scientists was roughly 
the same for all three fields of health and 
medical sciences (just over 14%) between 

1996 and 2000. It is also notable that this 
proportion had grown by 2001-2005, espe-
cially in public/community health sciences, 
suggesting an increase in activity by black 
scientists. 

An examination of the age of authors re-
flects an ageing community of publish-
ing medical scientists, in keeping with the 
trend in all of the sciences (Table 7.6). Be- Be-
tween 2001 and 2005, no less than 13% of 
all authors in the field of clinical health sci-
ences were over the age of 60 years, with 
neuro-imaging (78%) and gastroenterology 
and hepatology (46%) the most affected. 
But a number of other fields also face the 
same dilemma, with more than 15% of the 
authors over the age of 60 years, viz. cardiac 
and cardiovascular systems, clinical neurol-
ogy, dentistry, oral surgery and medicine, 
dermatology and venereal diseases, hae-
matology, oncology, paediatrics, peripheral 
vascular disease, radiology, nuclear medi-
cine and medical imaging, rheumatology 
and toxicology. 

Fields

1996-2000 2001-2005

Total SA  
authors of 

known race
% black 
authors

Total SA 
authors of 

known race
% black 
authors

Clinical health sciences 2 097 14.8% 2 171 17.5%

Basic health sciences 1 094 14.2% 1 286 17.9%

Public/community health sciences    722 14.4%     783 20.8%

Total 2 672 14.9 % 2 914 18.4%

Table 7.5: Publications as a function of race and field for the periods 1996-2000 and 2001-05
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7.4.2 Quality of South African 
publications

Mere numbers of publications 
do not provide an indication of 
whether South African scientists 

are making a noteworthy contribution to 
health and medical knowledge globally. Us-
ing citation indexing, one is better able to 
make the judgement. Overall, South African 
authors have seen an increase in the aver-
age number of citations of their work over 
the past few years. However, an analysis 
which compares the citation rates of South 
African publications with international 
publications in the same field shows that 
South African publications had enjoyed 
above-average field-normalised citation 
rates for the period 2002 to 2006 in one-

third (18) of 54 fields analysed. Of these, 16 
were clinical research fields, two were from 
public/community health, while none were 
from the basic health sciences. This is clear 
evidence of the international standing of a 
large number of South African health and 
medical scientists.

7.5 Recent research highlights

Many highlights of South African 
health and medical sciences have 
been mentioned throughout this 

chapter. However, it is impossible to men-
tion them all. Notwithstanding this, a few 
recent highlights bear mentioning. 

Table 7.6: Publications as a function of age and field for the periods 1996-2000 and 2001-05Publications as a function of age and field for the periods 1996-2000 and 2001-05

Fields

1996-2000 2001-2005

Total article 
equivalents 

by SA 
authors of 
known age

% by 
author 

<30

% by 
author 

60+

Total article 
equivalents 

by SA authors 
of known age 

known age

% by 
author 

<30

% by 
author 

60+

Clinical health sciences 2 139.38 3.1% 9.9% 2 160.41 1.9% 13.1%

Basic health sciences     655.06 5.8% 8.1%     749.27 4.2% 10.1%

Public/community 
health sciences     491.48 4.6% 4.6%     514.93 2.7% 10.1%

Total 2 830.33 3.8% 9.4% 3 039.80 2.5% 12.2%
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7.5.1 The European and Deve-
loping Countries Clinical Tri-
als Partnership

One of the most significant endorse-
ments of South Africa’s status in 
health and medical sciences was the 

unanimous selection in 2004 of the MRC as 
the host institution for the European and 
Developing Countries Clinical Trials Part-
nership in Africa, after a bidding process 
which included 18 institutions. The partner-
ship was formed to provide funding (some 
400 million Euro) for clinical trials research 
on malaria, tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS. 

7.5.2 HIV/AIDS

South Africa’s high prevalence of HIV 
infection and its substantial scientific 
infrastructure makes it an ideal loca-

tion for research in this field. Arguably, the 
most exciting developments in recent years 
have been in the science of HIV and AIDS. 
The South African AIDS Vaccine Initiative 
(SAAVI), which has over two hundred South 
African-based scientists and technicians 
working synergistically with colleagues in 
rich countries, exemplifies the rapid change 
in the way of working. Not only has it made 
remarkable progress in the development 
of several candidate vaccines against HIV/
AIDS, but it has also led to the development 
of modern laboratories where advanced 
biomedical techniques are employed. 

Good examples are the Institute for Infec-
tious Disease and Molecular Medicine at 
UCT and the Doris Duke Medical Research 
Institute at the University of KwaZulu-Natal 
(recently respectively augmented by the 
African Component of the International 
Centre for Genetic Engineering and Bio-
technology (ICGEB) and the KwaZulu-Natal 
Research Institute for TB and HIV (K-RITH)). 
By 2005, three vaccine candidate products 
were going through regulatory processes, 
and by 2007 a number of clinical trials with 
vaccines produced elsewhere were under-
way, with two SAAVI-produced vaccines 
awaiting approval for Phase I clinical trials. 
A South African scientist received a World 
Technology Award for work in this field. 
South African researchers have contributed 
significantly to the field of mother-to-child 
HIV transmission, exploring key options in 
evidence-based ways, and providing in-
ternationally useful (WHO) guidelines for 
breast-feeding and the use of anti-retroviral 
agents.

Another significant effort in South African 
HIV/AIDS research has focused on the pos-
sible use of microbicides in HIV prevention.

7.5.3 Malaria

The dramatic reduction of malaria prev-
alence by 88% in the Lubombo Spatial 
Development corridor7, largely through 

the efforts of South African scientists, had 
much to do with the WHO’s recommendation 

7  The Lubombo Spatial Development Initiative (LSDI) is a tri-lateral government partnership between South Africa, Swaziland and 
 Mozambique, aimed at fostering economic growth in an area broadly defined as Southern Mozambique, eastern Swaziland and 
 north-eastern parts of South Africa. One of the most serious threats to the success of the initiative is malaria.
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that residual indoor spraying with dichlo-dichlo-
rodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT) be used inDDT) be used in 
regions where the disease is endemic.

7.5.4 Tuberculosis

The Centre of Excellence for TB re-
search, which straddles two univer-
sity units in South Africa, namely the 

Molecular Mycobacteriology Research 
Unit and the Centre for Molecular and Cell 
Biology, has done significant molecular 
research which has proved to be of global 
significance in combating multiple drug re-
sistant (MDR) and extensively drug resistant 
(XDR) tuberculosis in South Africa and be-
yond. The Centre for Molecular and Cellular 
and Cellular Biology has assembled one of 
the largest collections of TB samples in the 
world – 8000 drug-sensitive cultures and 
3000 drug-resistant cultures.

7.5.5 Biotechnology

An exciting new development in 
South African science has been the 
dramatic increase in funding and 

activity in biotechnology. The national bio-
technology audit of 2007 revealed that 78 
South African companies were biotechnol-
ogy active and 38 were core biotechnology 
companies. About a third were spin-offs, 
and of these 36% came from government 
agencies and 28% from universities. Bio-
technology-active firms were involved in 
1 542 products, while biotechnology core 
companies were involved with 559 prod-
ucts. A substantial proportion of these de-
rived from, or had application to, the health 
and medical sciences. Almost 40% of prod-
ucts from non-core biotechnology compa-
nies were associated with human health. 
The aim of the biotechnology regional in-
novation centres (BRICS) is to deliver useful 
products for health interventions. 

In conclusion, while the highlights of South 
Africa’s  health and medical sciences are
too numerous to mention, it is clear that 
the state of health and medical sciences in 
South Africa reflects a thriving and growing 
enterprise which augurs well for the coun-
try and the continent. 
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“victory has many fathers but failure is an orphan”

John F Kennedy’s 1961 reworking of 
Count Ciano’s foreboding of his own 
death1 nineteen years earlier has sel-

dom been used in post-apartheid South 
Africa. The reason is obvious: apartheid’s 
ending was the seminal moment in the life 
of a country still less than a century old. This 
chapter is not concerned with apportion-
ing guilt or advancing congratulations over 
apartheid and its ending; it is tasked with 
assessing the current state of the humani-
ties and the social sciences in South Af-
rica. However, the rather obscure opening 
quotation does have a heuristic point: the 
human sciences – to use a phrase whose 
meaning will shortly follow – played a cen-
tral role in bringing an end to apartheid but 
have been orphaned, and are now seen as 
failing post-apartheid South Africa.

Country-specific studies of scholarly disci-
plines are always risky undertakings. This is 
especially so in a field such as the humani-
ties. So, four preliminary markers are neces-
sary. First, as far as can be ascertained, this 
kind of exercise has never been attempted 
previously in South Africa. One possible 
reason is that the humanities in the coun-
try have traditionally operated within three 
epistemological niches; two of which were 

located within language differences, a little 
like the situation in present-day Belgium; 
while, the third niche predates apartheid 
but was deeply influenced by it in paradoxi-
cal ways. Second, this chapter will not di-
rectly enter the debate around the averred 
Euro-centricism of both the humanities and 
the social sciences. Nevertheless, this issue 
hangs heavily over the argument; South Af-
rica will not be able to escape this conversa-
tion and, if anything, this contribution may 
reinforce the importance of the debate. 
Third, although mindful of the establish-
ment and development of the humanities 
in South Africa as opposed to elsewhere, 
this is not primarily an exercise in com-
parison. Finally, a careful reading will show 
that there is no mention of the disciplines 
of law or education which, in some defini-
tions, fall into the humanities. On these 
two areas there is, understandably, much 
to say; South Africa’s new Constitution has 
opened up a rich debate on social issues 
which have been touched by almost every 
facet of the law. Some have, however, stood 
out and merit a mention – transitionary jus-
tice and restorative justice. In contrast, the 
report-card on education is not as satisfac-
tory. This issue remains one of the country’s 
biggest challenges, a full thirty-three years 
after Soweto’s defiant pupils mounted an 

1  In his 1942 diary, the Italian diplomat, and son-in-law of Mussolini, Count Caleazzo Ciano (1903-44) wrote “La victoria trova cento 
   padri, e nessuno vuole riconoscere l’insuccesso” (“As always, victory finds a hundred fathers but defeat is always an orphan”). The 
   Ciano Diaries 1939-1943. Vol 2.
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insurrection against apartheid education in 
June, 1976.

        
The facts and figures in this chapter on the 
status of the humanities and the social sci-
ences in South Africa cannot be divorced 
from the profound social and political 
processes which have completely changed 
the country but, oddly enough, left many 
things in place. As social thinkers rediscov-
er every day, this is not unusual. Even the 
deepest revolutions have left many, in fact 
most, social issues intact in their wake, con-
firming Weber’s point that ideas that aim 
at change are worn down in the historical 
process as they are “codified and routinised 
by interpreters ... [and] ... gradually brought 
back in line with the status quo” (Abromeit, 
1994:27). The necessity of bringing South 
African society back in line follows upon 
the near-revolutionary moment which 
the country had reached just before the 
breaching of the Berlin Wall twenty years 
ago. The revolt against apartheid, espe-
cially the struggle during the 1980s, was 
embedded within a complex series of ideas 
and interpretations which had to be filtered 
by, amongst other influences, those of the 
Cold War. Through this incomplete optic, 
local demands for basic  human rights took 
on a distinct insurrectionary tone which 
generated anti-enlightenment demands, 
such as ’No Education without Liberation‘, 
which  now seem to have been counter-
productive. In negotiating this world, the 
humanities played an enormous role, at 
times by causing the political sphere to 
pause, but mostly by creating a language 
of both struggle and emancipation which 
helped South Africans to see beyond colo-

nialism, apartheid and the Cold War. With-
out understanding these developments, 
there is no appreciating the circumstances 
in which the humanities and social sciences 
currently find themselves. 

And so to a central argument: What has 
happened to the humanities in South Af-
rica mirrors a global trend. As the American 
educationalist Sheila Slaughter has sug-
gested, 

 [a]cademics in the arts, social sciences 
and humanities were caught off guard 
by the rise of neo-liberalism. During the 
1960s and 1970s, they had been at the 
centre of the university, close to the core 
of the social movements that expanded 
and changed undergraduate educa-
tion. However, their … narrative did not 
compel students, funders, or donors. 
Undergraduate and graduate students 
moved to the … professional schools 
in droves. At many campuses, the arts 
and sciences became service courses 
that provided general education courses 
prior to students’ entry into professional 
schools. (Slaughter, 2007:14) 

Today it is common knowledge that the hu-
manities are repeatedly the target of higher 
education policymakers and planners as 
well as managers, who seem  preoccupied 
with promoting  the so-called ‘knowledge 
economy’. Let this single example from the 
University of South Africa (UNISA) make 
the point. In July 2007, the university’s Col-
lege of Humanities announced cut-backs 
in several departments including African 
languages, visual arts, community health, 
and psychology, Italian, Russian and Mod-
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ern Hebrew. Developments like these in-
dicate the increased value accorded to the 
technical end of knowledge but they also, 
in Craig Calhoun’s words, suggest “a failing” 
(McQuarrie, 2006:107). 

Understanding this situation requires that 
attention be given to the place of the hu-
manities during apartheid. The intention 
here is to highlight the rise and the efficacy 
of a critical discourse and political practice 
which helped to bring apartheid to its end. 
Thereafter, consideration will be given to 
the rise of the technical rationality repre-
sented by neo-liberal economics, especially 
by the reductionist perspective embed-
ded in the idea of globalisation, a marked 
feature of public policymaking in the post-
apartheid years. Both this political history 
and rise of the technical end of social sci-
ence will assist in the understanding of the 
third: an analysis of the trends within the 
humanities both across, and within institu-
tions and disciplines. The chapter ends with 
a consideration of some recent attempts 
to revive the humanities, both within the 
country as a whole and in institutions com-
mitted to this task. 

This is an ambitious undertaking given the 
limited space available here. As a result, 
the approach adopted follows a ’Thieving 
Magpie‘ perspective on social analysis (an 
idea borrowed from the historian Simon 
Sharma). This technique enables us to draw 
illustrations from a range of disciplines in 
order to illustrate the general points that 
drive the argument. 

8.1 Explaining the humanities 
in South Africa

In contemporary South Africa, the label 
‘humanities’ is inclusive drawing toget-
her the traditionally defined ‘humanities’, 

‘social sciences’ and the ‘arts’. This brand 
name – to intentionally use the term much-
loved by the new generation of university 
administrators – invariably reflects what 
Ted Schatzki has called the contingent facts 
of institutional, cultural, and educational 
history (Schatzki, 2009:31). It is important 
to note that the use of this name is recent. 

Until the 1980s, most South African univer-
sities used the label the ‘arts’ to name facul-
ties which included the ‘humanities’, while 
some, but not all, of the country’s universi-
ties organised the ‘social sciences’ into sep-
arate faculties. These definitional issues will 
highlight the power of the metropolitan 
hold on academic organisation in South Af-
rica, and explain how the social sciences, in 
particular, were used to serve the purpose 
of modernity in South Africa as, indeed, 
they have been elsewhere. 

Given that South Africa was founded within 
a “network of imperial knowledge” (Dubow, 
2006:14), it is not surprising that the separa-
tion between the natural sciences and the 
humanities has been the primary feature of 
the country’s knowledge system. Neverthe-
less, from the very earliest days the humani-
ties were valued – certainly, early university 
leadership was provided by those who had 
trained in the field. An instructive example 
was Jan Hofmeyr, who was appointed the 
first principal of the University of the Wit-
watersrand at the age of twenty-four. After 
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graduating with an MA degree from the 
University of Cape Town (UCT) at the age of 
fifteen, Hofmeyr read classics and ‘greats’ at 
Balliol College, Oxford, as a Rhodes Scholar. 
The post of university principal was to be 
the prodigy’s first real job. Hofmeyr went 
on to become theadministrator of a prov-
ince and was a very effective Minister of 
Finance and of Education. A love of the hu-
manities, however, never left him; when he 
died, aged fifty-four, he bequeathed money 
to the University of the Witwatersrand con-
ditional upon the Chair of Classics being 
named after him. Most importantly for 
these immediate purposes, the fact that the 
university in question was previously called 
‘The South African School of Mines’ sug-
gests that in 1920 it was thought that the 
excesses of the ‘hard’ sciences might need 
to be tamed by the ‘soft’ ones. 

The temptation of American-style ‘social 
sciences’, with their liberal confidence in the 
receptiveness of human problems to inter-
vention, proved difficult to resist, however. 
In 1927, the president and secretary of the 
Carnegie Corporation of New York visited 
South Africa, and their interest was drawn 
to the problem of white poverty in the 
country. Amongst those who were to join 
the staff of The Carnegie Commission Report 
into White Poverty in South Africa was EG 
Malherbe, son of a Dutch Reformed Minis-
ter2, who had taken a Doctorate at Colum-
bia University’s Teachers’ College.  Malherbe 
was a ready champion of applied social sci-

ence and was unafraid of tackling sensitive 
issues such as ethnicity and race. He would 
go on to direct the Bureau for Educational 
and Social Research (a prototype for the 
Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC), 
which was established in 1969 and contin-
ues life in post-apartheid South Africa – see 
below). But it was the professionalisation 
of the social sciences in the country which 
was his lasting contribution. The founding 
of a Faculty of Social Science at Rhodes Uni-
versity in 1930 was a response to a request 
from the National Council of Women which 
had called for the creation of a Bachelors 
Degree in Social Studies. In the midst of the 
Great Depression, the goal was training so-
cial workers, something that followed upon 
the professionalisation of this discipline in 
Britain and the United States. Indeed, the 
Carnegie Commission’s Report, which ap-
peared in 1932, recommended the creation 
of further training sites for social workers. 
The University of the Witwatersrand be-
gan this training in 1937 after an internal 
university memorandum from the liberal 
philosopher Professor RFA Hoernlé urging 
its necessity “for the development of the 
scientific study of social problems and the 
university training of students to deal prac-
tically with these problems from a scientific 
perspective” (Ross, 2007:1).

Professionalisation was only one aspect of 
the complex goals of social science in what 
Daniel Lerner later described as “Modern-
ising Lands” (Lerner, 1959:32). It reflected 

2  A family of Dutch Reformed Churches are seen by some as playing a major role in the implementation of apartheid. These are the progeny 
  of the Reformed Churches which was brought to South Africa by the Dutch East India Company in 1652. A majority of Afrikaners cont- 
 inued to be members of the three strains of reformed thinking. In 1997 the reformed churches apologised for their role in apartheid  
 before the country’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission. 
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what Dubow calls “the international vogue 
for expert knowledge, quantification and 
the pursuit of social efficiency” (Dubow, 
2006: 7). It is not therefore surprising that 
Rhodes University, in the early 1960s, was 
able to claim that the 

 scientific knowledge of social pheno-
mena is important for an understand-
ing of the contemporary world. The 
emergence of social, economic, racial 
and psychological problems has brought 
into being specialised services requiring 
trained personnel with a sound knowl-
edge of the various social sciences such 
as Sociology, Economics, Anthropology 
and Psychology, and other fields of a 
cognate nature. (Rhodes University 
Calendar, 1961: Chapter XX) 

The very idea of a ’science of the social‘ rais-
es questions around the purpose of know-
ing, and while it is not necessary to plumb 
these deep waters on this occasion, it is 
worth noting that many have suggested 
that the intent is not so much to advance 
knowledge (by exploring that which is not 
yet known), but rather, to discipline the so-
cial world. So, the basic task of the social 
sciences – which, along with those already 
mentioned, including political science 
– may well have been to assist authorities 
“to get a firmer grip on the existing social 
order” (Parenti, 2006:502).

Given South Africa’s social complexity and 
the continuous political struggle for the 
country, it should be no surprise that the 
social sciences in South Africa reflected 
this dark side. In intellectual circles, mainly 
(but not exclusively) those of the country’s 
Afrikaners3, the social sciences were often 
associated with the strengthening of racial 
ideology. One faux-discipline, known as 
volkekunde, played a decisive role in what 
Robert Gordon has called “the legitimat-
ing and reproduction of the apartheid so-
cial order on two levels: as an instrument 
of control and as a means of rationalising 
it” (Gordon, 1988: 536). Succinctly put, this 
approach to anthropology positioned the 
social category of race at the centre of its 
epistemology and, with time and the use 
of official resources, this view of the social 
cosmos rendered all alternative positions to 
be outside accepted routines of scholarship 
sanctioned by people, party and state. Nor 
was this an isolated case of ideology cor-
roding knowledge. Consider the discipline 
of international relations, first taught in a 
separate academic department at the Uni-
versity of the Witwatersrand in 1963.  

During the apartheid years, positivist ap-
proaches to thinking about the internation-
al became trapped within Cold War logic. 
With time, this “modern counter-enlighten-
ment” – to use Nicolas Guilhot’s recent de-
scription of early approaches to this disci-
pline (Guilhot, 2008:284) – had penetrated 
the very fabric of national life and extended 

3  Afrikaners are South Africa’s largest white minority, who speak Afrikaans, which is a loose derivative of Dutch. Throughout the 20th Century  
 they dominated the country’s constitutional politics and, as such, were the backbone of the support for apartheid.
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beyond the country’s immediate borders 
where, mingling with apartheid’s racial ide-
ology, it caused death and destruction 
throughout the southern Africa region.

These two examples highlight the difficul-
ties in describing the humanities (which 
includes, in the current understanding, the 
social sciences) in a deeply divided society 
like South Africa. As noted previously, how-
ever, there has not been one, but a number, 
of approaches to  knowledge within the 
country – each of which pursued separate 
epistemological niches, each drawn from 
(and contributing to) separate cultures. 
Because they are so integral to the devel-
opment of the humanities and the social 
sciences in post-apartheid South Africa it is 
necessary to describe these – albeit briefly. 
 
Three waves of knowledge-making – ‘Liber-
al/English’, ‘Nationalist/Afrikaner’ and ‘Pan-
African’ – marked the path of the humanities 
in South Africa. The first of these descriptors 
are akin to the standard liberal rendition of 
apartheid history, and reflect the stance 
of these categories towards apartheid. So, 
the liberal or English-medium universities 
(Cape Town, Witwatersrand, Natal (now 
called KwaZulu-Natal) and Rhodes) readily 
embraced the idea of admitting students of 
all races. Although their enthusiasm for this 
approach to education was somewhat un-
even, this choice flew in the face of apart-
heid policy, particularly of two notorious 
pieces of legislation: the Separate Universi-
ty Education Bill of 1957, and the Extension 
of University Education Act, Act 45 of 1959. 
Cumulatively, these pieces of legislation 
made the issue of race the only criterion for 
admission to higher education. 

The cultural roots of the so-called liberal 
universities drew them towards Oxbridge 
even though (as with all the country’s 
universities) they were originally depend-
ent on the University of London for the is-
suing of their degrees. In their academic 
programmes and their administrative form 
they were closer to the Scottish university 
tradition, however. These affinities strongly 
influenced the early organisation and the 
content of the humanities, the arts and 
the social sciences, and the intellectual 
hold of the cultural/academic metropole 
– especially that of ‘the golden triangle’ of 
Cambridge, Oxford and London. Arguably, 
the latter was broken only by the intellec-
tual ferment (and the progressive politics) 
which followed upon the establishment of 
the University of Sussex in 1961. A number 
of South Africans, who were to make a deep 
impression on the humanities in the 1970s 
and the 1980s, did postgraduate work at 
Sussex; it was from the same place that the 
country’s second democratically elected 
President, Thabo Mbeki, graduated with an 
MA in economics from the School of Social 
Studies.

Lawrence Wright has described South Af-
rican English-speaking universities as in-
struments for “transmitting metropolitan 
knowledge and excitement in a colonial 
situation” (Wright, 2006:73). The resulting 
sense of inferiority – the ‘cultural cringe’ as 
the Australian AS Philips famously called it 
– slowed the indigenisation of the humani-
ties in these institutions. Rarely was there 
any desire to challenge the metropolitan-
determined paradigm. A number of inspir-
ing teachers did challenge the status quo by 
instilling what the late Richard Rorty called 
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“doubts in the students … about the soci-
ety to which they belong” (Rorty, 1999:127). 
These departures were sometimes less 
epistemological in their purpose than they 
were openly political, and, interestingly, 
they drew more from European ideas than 
British ones. So, in the early 1970s, the Uni-
versity of the Witwatersrand experienced a 
strong critical surge in disciplines like politi-
cal studies, African studies and anthropol-
ogy. This exposed students to Habermasian 
critical theory and French post-structural-
ism. One particular course, called ’Freedom 
and Authority‘, was almost entirely devoted 
to a consideration of the work of Hannah 
Arendt. But these dissenting approaches 
were not readily accepted. Academics and 
students who pursued them were often 
censured both within and without the uni-
versity walls. Some, like Dr Rick Turner, were 
less fortunate. In early January 1978, the 
political scientist-cum-labour activist was 
assassinated in the port city of Durban. 

By nurturing the idea that the university 
should offer the fruit of its labour to the 
building of a nation (‘die volk’), the coun-
try’s Afrikaans-speaking institutions faced 
restrictions of their own epistemological 
making. However, their success in achiev-
ing their political goals may explain why it 
is that the traditional Afrikaans universities 
continue to be associated with the legiti-
macy they offered to apartheid. These are 
Stellenbosch, Pretoria, Potchefstroom Uni-
versity for Higher Christian Education (now 
called the University of the North-West), Or-
ange Free State (now the University of the 
Free State); and later, the Rand Afrikaans 
University (now the University of Johan-
nesburg), the University of Port Elizabeth 

(now the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
University) and UNISA). The oldest of these 
institutions, situated in the town of Stellen-
bosch, from which it draws its name, began 
as a Theological Seminary in 1863. An arts 
department was added in 1873 when pro-
fessors were appointed to teach classics 
and English literature and mathematics and 
physical science. The arts department re-
ceived its Charter from the Cape Parliament 
and, together with the seminary, became 
known as the Stellenbosch College. How-
ever, in 1877 – the Jubilee Year of Queen 
Victoria – its name, with Royal consent, was 
again changed – this time to the Victoria 
College of Stellenbosch. The University Act 
replacing the latter with the name Stellen-
bosch University came into effect in early 
April 1918.

This example confirms that South Africa’s 
Afrikaans-medium universities were in fact 
also closely tied to the British tradition. As 
a result (and ironically) their origins were 
more diverse than those of their English 
counterparts; Pretoria University, for in-
stance, commenced instruction in the 
English language, switching to Afrikaans a 
full twenty-three years after its founding in 
1908. But their search for deeper involve-
ment with Afrikaner nationalism, which 
commenced in the early 1900s, inexorably 
drew them on a different trajectory and this 
change in direction was speeded by their 
links to European universities. The Dutch 
were a strong influence; Leiden Univer-
sity graduated successive generations of 
Afrikaner lawyers, while Utrecht made an 
early impact on the study of theology. The 
University of the Orange Free State (now 
called the University of the Free State) was 
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founded in 1904; its first principal, Johannes 
Brill, had graduated in classics from Utrecht 
where his father had been a professor.

But the European impact was most strongly 
felt in the 1930s and 1940s, when the Ger-
man universities, in particular, were an im-
portant source of succour and support. Of 
crucial importance to this direction was the 
idea of a ‘volksuniversiteit’ – defined by the 
intellectual, Merwe Scholtz, as “a university 
which belongs to the volk and must there-
fore be of the volk, out of the volk and for 
the volk, anchored in its traditions and fired 
by the desire to serve the volk in accord-
ance with its own view of life” (Degenaar, 
1977:152). The intellectual and academic 
leader Jonathan Jansen has recently writ-
ten Knowledge in the Blood, a powerful 
book on the legacy of this approach, which 
graphically captures the embeddedness of 
this perspective. In this nationalist project, 
the humanities were to play a crucial role: 
scarcely any of its sub-disciplines did not 
help to encourage the idea that a univer-
sity education instilled in the student the 
notion of ‘being bound to the people’ (De-
genaar, 1977:156). As we have already not-
ed, the faux-anthropology, volkekunde, was 
important but so, too, was the discipline of 
history: a distinctive feature of this “scientif-
ic historical writing” – almost all of it in the 
Afrikaans language – was “that the concep-
tion of the past is based on the point of view 
of the Afrikaner” (Van Jaarsveld, 1964:135). 
Approaches represented by this “Afrikaner-

centred” perspective on the humanities are 
drawn together in three volumes entitled 
Kultuurgeskiedenis van die Afrikaner4, which 
were published over a five-year period. 

It was through the Carnegie Commission’s 
intervention that the importance of social 
science in building an Afrikaner nation be-
came clear. The researchers in the investi-
gation were drawn from both language 
groups, and amongst them was a young 
sociologist, HF Verwoerd, who used his in-
volvement in the project to build a career 
successively in the academy, journalism and 
politics. Born in the Netherlands, Verwoerd 
was to become apartheid’s leading intellec-
tual and, before his assassination in 1966, 
was Prime Minister of the country. To date, 
Verwoerd has been the only South African 
head of state to have taken a Doctorate. 

Given apartheid’s grand vision of separa-
ting the races, it might be thought South 
Africa’s other university tradition, the black 
(or in apartheid nomenclature, homeland5) 
institutions, would escape the narrowing 
strictures of the volksuniversiteit idea. But 
this was not to be the case. The oldest of 
these universities, the University of Fort 
Hare (UFH) (initially called The South Afri-
can Native College), was founded in the en-
lightenment tradition by Scots Missionaries 
in 1916. In 1946, it gained semi-autono-
mous status with its degrees issued under 
the supervision of neighbouring Rhodes 
University. But UFH was far more than this 

4   Translate as the Cultural History of the Afrikaner.
5  Homelands or Bantustans were areas set aside for the exclusive occupation of South Africa’s black majority. The idea was that 
 these places would cater for the national aspirations of the country’s majority through the excise of their ethnic or tribal rights. 
 The Bantustan policy was a cornerstone of apartheid. 

TWAS book_Chap8.indd   218 2009/10/05   01:15:46 PM



8humanit ies and social sciences

219

H U M A N I T I E S  A N D  S O C I A L  S C I E N C E S   

mundane and linear account suggests. It 
was here that Nelson Mandela and other 
leaders had both studied and honed the 
politics that would help to free their coun-
try. As a student in the humanities, Mande-
la, who organised a boycott, was expelled 
by the College’s Principal during his final 
year of study. 

While, the institution’s formal academic and 
intellectual authority was largely destroyed 
by the 1959 Universities Act, its social and 
political capital remained intact notwith-
standing the state’s harrowing assault. The 
Act established four new universities for 
‘non-whites’, to use the language of the 
legislation. These were the University of 
Zululand, the University of the Western 
Cape, the University of Durban-Westville, 
and the University of the North. With the at-
tack on UFH came a parallel destruction of a 
number of revered missionary schools, such 
as Healdtown, Lovedale, St Marks to name 
only a few, that had fostered a generation 
of leaders of which Nelson Mandela is un-
doubtedly the most famous. In his autobi-
ography, Mandela describes the impression 
made on him by a visit to Healdtown by the 
Xhosa poet, SEK Mqhayi. 

As apartheid’s grip on these institutions 
tightened, Afrikaner-Nationalist6 academ-
ics were circulated through these tribal 
colleges, as they were also known, with the 
best of these being drawn back into the 
mainstream Afrikaner universities after a 

few years. The result was that the reach of 
the humanities – certainly in the classroom 
– was narrow and restricted. Syllabi were 
somewhat formal and often very contradic-
tory: for example, at UFH in the 1970s, the 
political science syllabus was uncritically 
preoccupied with modernisation theory. 
While this pedagogy was taking place, the 
institution was, as Xolela Mangcu argues, “a 
cauldron of radical student politics” (Man-
gcu, 2008.24), and Mtutuzeli Matshoba 
recalled that he heard “the leading Black 
Consciousness figures including Strinivasa 
Moodley and Steve Biko, give inspirational 
talks at Fort Hare University in the early 
1970s” (McDonald, 2009.327).

Administratively, too, these institutions 
were tightly controlled; mostly, ideologues 
were appointed to leadership positions and 
their budgets were drawn, not from the na-
tional education budget, but from that of 
the state department which was designated 
to deal with black affairs. For almost a dec-
ade and a half, these institutions seemed to 
be formally positioned outside the struggle 
for their rights in which the other university 
traditions seemed all too self-righteously 
engaged. This apparent marginalisation, and 
whispers over the question of standards, 
especially in the humanities, denied them 
the formal voice to defend themselves 
against their rightfully angry students and 
the apartheid government. 

6  The ideology which sought to unite Afrikaans-speaking whites with a sense of their own ethnic identity in order to win political 
 power though the National Party.
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But outside the country, South African exiles, 
including the sociologist Ben Magubane 
and the anthropologist Archie Mafeje, were 
reinforcing a long-established critical tradi-
tion which apartheid simply denied. These 
scholars not only made deep contributions 
to both the humanities and the social sci-
ences, but by challenging apartheid policy 
called into question the Westernesque epis-
temologies that were used in framing the 
very question of modernity. This work drew 
on a still-to-be-fully-explored intellectual 
tradition that reached back to the origins of 
Pan-Africanist thinking with its “concern for 
the emancipation of the continent from the 
ravages of foreign domination and under-
development and … (towards)…the build-
ing of a new Africa” (Mkandawire, 2005.2). 
In South Africa, this can be dated to the 
early-1880s with the founding of the first 
secular newspaper Imvo Zababantusundu7 

by John Tengo Jabavu. With an emancipa-
tory impulse at its centre, this trajectory 
was continued by John Langalibalele Dube 
(author of the first Zulu language novel), R 
V Selope Thema (journalist, editor, histo-
rian), Pixley ka Isaka Seme (a Columbia and 
Oxford-trained lawyer and journalist),  and 
Solomon T Plaatje (linguist, journalist and 
author). With other organic intellectuals, 
these men helped to launch the anti-tribal-
ist New African Movement in 1904-6 and, in 
1912, the African National Congress8. 

Although a remarkable community, history 
seems to have judged them harshly for their 

inability to look beyond the local and the 
parochial. However, their work continued 
in the 1940s in the writings and debates of 
HIE Dhlomo, a major figure in South African 
literature, Benedict Wallet Vilakazi, novelist, 
educator and the first black South African 
to receive a PhD and Jordan Ngubane, who 
was a journalist novelist. 

The tri-focal optic used in this analysis 
needs, however, to be drawn together to 
gain a sense of the contradictory state of 
South African humanities in the early 1970s. 
An American political scientist then living in 
South Africa, John Seiler, offered a depress-
ing assessment of the state of the country’s 
international relations community of those 
times, which might be viewed as a reflec-
tion of the moribund state of some of the 
social sciences near four decades ago. “The 
published work”, Seiler wrote,

 [t]ends to be justificatory, rather than 
analytical; often contains a moralising, 
or even specifically religious content; 
and shows a penchant for thorough-
ness, which is explicable by a notion of 
‘science’, which is often no more than 
an unquestioning and uncritical search 
for and regurgitation of authoritative 
sources. Since the authorities turned 
to reflect these same characteristics, 
there is a repetitious resonance (Seiler, 
1973:37).

7 Translate as Native Opinion.
8 Known by its initials, ANC, this is the party of Nelson Mandela and the governing party of South Africa. It was formed in 1912 and is
 the oldest political organisation in the country. It was banned for almost 50 years and operated both clandestinely and from exile. 
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But beneath the arid surface that Seiler 
described, the ground was shifting, as the 
facet of the humanities most difficult to pin 
down – the interface between theory and 
practice – underwent a profound change. 
Although John Seiler had read the works 
of Sol Plaatje, he seems to have missed the 
shifting ground of which anti-assimilation-
ists would have approved. Provisionally, 
two possible reasons for this may be sug-
gested. First, state censorship kept much of 
the emerging literature underground and, 
second, his positivist instincts (and training) 
may well have kept his analysis within wa-
ter-tight compartments. 

But reflecting later on the changes which 
were then underway, sociologist Ari Sitas 
speaks of an “indigenous hybridity” (Sitas, 
1997:16) which marked the radical intellec-
tual formations of those years. “What can be 
traced”, he writes,

 as an intellectual formation started 
being developed outside and despite 
University ’disciplinarities‘. What started 
from the early 1970s onwards through 
marginal and harassed groupings of 
left intellectuals, white and black, was a 
social discourse which had a normative 
and political foundation…(this)a forma-
tion … provided the cultural levers to 
prize open departments and disciplinary 
fields of inquiry…(by promoting)…… 
narratives of emancipation…animated 
by egalitarian norms (Sitas, 1997:13). 

The diversity within this new formation 
included not just white, left-inclined aca-
demics and students, but also intellectuals 
linked to the Black Consciousness Move-
ment (BCM), which was founded in 1972 
by a young medical student, Steven Bantu 
Biko, who would also die at apartheid’s 
hands and whose legacy will linger forever 
in the humanities and, indeed, the country. 
These developments were to position the 
humanities at the centre of the university 
and the country in the 1980s. But, to explain 
this, it is necessary to return to intellectual 
history. 

8.2 Discovering what will set 
you free

After World War II, liberal interpretations of 
South Africa’s deepening racial quagmire 
argued that continued white domination 
undermined capitalist development and 
stifled economic growth – this, the argu-
ment ran, subverted any hope of social 
emancipation. The approach was exempli-
fied in the two-volume The Oxford History 
of South Africa edited by Monica Wilson and 
Leonard Thompson. However, as soon as 
it appeared, a number of scholars, includ-
ing South African exiles and émigrés, at-
tacked the work of this ’Liberal School’ of 
Southern African Studies. The ’New School‘ 
instead argued that racial domination was 
integral to the functioning of the South 
African economy. The most widely cited 
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of this work is an article by Harold Wolpe, 
a lawyer turned sociologist, which argued 
that the [African] Reserves (later called the 
Bantustans), by preserving limited access 
to agricultural land by the families of black 
migrant labourers, subsidised urban wages 
and therefore served as a source of cheap 
black labour for industrial and mining capi-
tal.

The influence of the new thinking was im-
mediately felt in the country’s (still largely 
white) English-language universities. Its 
march, and the simultaneous re-activation 
of work-based and community-based or-
ganisations during the 1970s, enhanced a 
Marxist explanation of South African events 
and drew social theory and political prac-
tice closer. This was seen in the role played 
by intellectuals – academics and students, 
mainly – in the formation of black trade un-
ion movements in Durban and later in the 
country’s financial capital Johannesburg 
and Cape Town, which is called the country’s 
Mother City. The leading figure in this intel-
lectual-activism was the Sorbonne-trained 
Rick Turner, whose name has already been 
mentioned. This is not the occasion to dis-
cuss Turner’s life’s work – neither his activ-
ism nor his writing – but it is necessary to 
note that long after his death, his ideas con-
tinue to inform many South African debates. 
We must however turn to the influence of 
the Western Marxism which inspired him, 
to appreciate the role of the humanities in 
South Africa’s political change. 

Two main perspectives and one theme 
emerged during early years of this ’Kuh-
nian revolution’ in South African studies 
(Jubber, 1983:54). The sociologist Wilmot 

James called the two sides of the divide 
‘social history’ and ‘historical sociology’. The 
second issue, the thematic focus, was di-
rected towards the study of labour – here 
the work of the sociologist Eddie Webster 
stands out. Unfortunately, there is no space 
here to discuss Webster’s work and the pro-
found effect he (and others) have had on 
the development of labour activism. This 
work, however, is in the case study mould, 
in which theory and practice are drawn to-
gether in a single emancipatory project. 

The ‘social historians’ were associated with 
the work of London University’s Institute of 
Commonwealth Studies, which, in the 1970s 
and into the 1980s, was directed by the 
South African-born historian Shula Marks. 
But the form and influence of this stream is 
best appreciated through the writing of the 
historian Charles van Onselen – especially 
his two-volume Studies in the Social and 
Economic History of the Witwatersrand. This 
approach to understanding South Africa’s 
past, its present and its future was widely 
disseminated throughout the South African 
academy by the Annual History Workshop 
at Johannesburg’s University of Witwa-
tersrand. The cohort stressed social agency, 
and sought to reconstruct understandings 
of the country’s history through sensitivi-
ties to the activities and practices of the 
country’s popular classes. The other thread 
of Marxist thinking, as noted previously, 
was historical sociology: here the leading 
figure was Harold Wolpe; other members 
included the Canadian sociologist Freder-
ick Johnstone and another exiled South 
African historian, Martin Legassick. They 
represented the structuralist tradition in 
sociology and, with time, their writing was 
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strongly influenced by Nicos Poulantzas, 
whose impact was evident in the work of a 
second generation of South African writers. 

A few further comments on this ‘Marxist 
Moment’ are required to round the point 
out. Generally speaking, South African 
Marxists were known for their parochialism 
and for treating racial domination in South 
African society as exceptional. But it was Be-
linda Bozzoli who raised the most difficult 
(if not embarrassing) concerns about South 
African Marxism by claiming that “[w]hat 
South African reality could demonstrate to 
the intellectual world has increasingly been 
pushed aside in favour of what that world 
can tell us about South African reality” (Boz-
zoli, 1981:54 ). This critique is a timely re-
minder of the hold of metropolitan thought 
over the development of the humanities in 
the country. Evidence of this was to emerge 
elsewhere too. Tracing a century of devel-
opment of the social sciences at UCT, Ken 
Jubber suggested that, in terms of what 
was taught, the institution was like a ‘dis-
placed British university’ (Jubber, 1983:58). 
But, whatever its lack of local authenticity, 
the Marxist Moment did raise questions far 
beyond mundane disciplinary debates, as 
the following example indicates: “What is 
this new South Africa we are working for?” a 
former Professor of Afrikaans literature and 
a Vice-Chancellor asked in the 1980s. “We 
are trying to find out. The … liberals … are 
geared for capitalism. We research alterna-
tives” (Crary, 1988). Undoubtedly, then, the 
Marxist Moment sparked intense debates 
within and without the academy. Looking 
back on those times, the acclaimed South 
African historian Charles van Onselen called 
them “the most exciting two decades in the 

social sciences … [and the humanities] … 
in this country” (Van Onselen, 2004).

But the deep epistemic break – as Foucault 
called the moment when the unthinkable 
becomes thinkable – lay in the much-re-
searched, but poorly understood, issue of 
race. The question, put in crude terms, was 
this: Who were South Africans? Were they, 
as the country’s English-speakers claimed, 
bearers of the liberal heritage of imperial 
power? Were they, as Afrikaners hoped, an 
anointed European volk in Africa? Were 
they, as more crude Marxists often declared, 
an exploited proletariat on the periphery 
of a capitalist world? Or were they, as Pan-
Africanists might have argued, colonised 
minds waiting emancipation in order to 
contribute to the rise of a new Africa?

Of course, South Africans were all of these, 
and none of them. The country was a com-
munity-in-the-making – to use Benedict 
Anderson’s iconic idea of the nation as an 
‘imagined community’ – and its making was 
contingent on the assumptions upon which 
thinking was provided by the humanities. 
But accepting the inherent instability of this 
idea was not possible within the dominant 
scientistic formulations that promised per-
manence and predictability. Drawing upon 
the writing of the Martinique intellectual 
Frantz Fanon, Steve Biko broke the impasse 
by famously declaring: “Black man, you’re 
on your own” (Biko, 1978:97). This, the idea 
of Black Consciousness, was a fresh framing 
of South Africa’s deepest social issue and, as 
importantly, its framing was not wholly an-
chored in metropolitan ideas. The body of 
this approach to social relations was force-
fully drawn into an analysis of racism by 
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the psychologist, Chabani Manganyi’s 1973 
book Being Black in the World. Its impact 
outside of its obvious political setting was 
profound because, as Biko had argued:

 The call for Black Consciousness is the 
most positive call to come from any 
group in the black world for a long time. 
It is more than just a reactionary rejec-
tion of whites by blacks…The philoso-
phy of Black Consciousness …expresses 
group pride and determination by 
blacks to rise and attain the envisaged 
self. At the heart of this kind of thinking 
is the realisation by the blacks that the 
most potent weapon in the hands of the 
oppressor is the mind of the oppressed 
(Biko, 1978:149). 

This thinking had been brought to the hu-
manities in South Africa by what was later 
(recklessly called) global change.  The co-
lonialism which had given birth to the very 
idea of South Africa was changing, and Pan-
Africanism was emerging as a powerful 
social idea. In the United States a new form 
of nationalism – which affirmed blackness, 
black pride, black solidarity, and (in some 
cases) argued for no alliances with white 
activists – was on the rise. But other influ-
ences were of longer duration: the Négri-
tude movement of Léopold Sédar Senghor 
and Aimé Césaire, Frantz Fanon, and the 
music of artists like Nina Simone (notably, 
her track “To be young, gifted, and black”). 

In South Africa there were clear anteced-
ents for Black Consciousness in Africanist 
movements of earlier periods which we 
have already considered, and which were 
identifiable with figures like Nelson Mande-
la and Oliver Tambo9, and the Pan-African 
Congress10.  

As the appeal of Black Consciousness wid-
ened, the country’s majority – confident of 
their ownership and power – played an in-
creasing role in setting political and, indeed, 
intellectual agendas. Our immediate inter-
est is in the second, so we must record that 
in the field of English literature, David At-
twell points out that the resulting upheaval 
marked “a serious rift … between liberalism 
and radicalism” (Attwell, 2005:138). 

If the rise of Black Consciousness formed 
one of the strategic wedges that brought 
apartheid to an end, another came from 
within Afrikaner ranks where, over time, 
intellectuals abandoned the ideology. Un-
derstandably, this did great damage to the 
idea of the volksuniversiteit and freed up 
room for adventure in the humanities – but 
breaking away was not easy. In a convo-
luted fashion, the acclaimed poet NP van 
Wyk Louw described how difficult it was to 
escape the gravitational pull of Afrikaner 
nationalism. Effective criticism, he argued, 
“emerges when the critic places himself in 
the midst of the group he criticises, when 
he knows that he is bound unbreakably 

9  Close friend and confidant of Nelson Mandela. They both studied at the UFH and set up a legal partnership in Johannesburg. Tambo
 left for Lusaka, Zambia, in 1960 to set up the ANC in exile. He was the organisation’s President during his years in exile. Tambo died in 
 South Africa in 1994 shortly before the ANC was elected to power. 
10  A political movement which was established in 1959 as a breakaway movement from the ANC; it was established by Robert Sobukwe,  
 a leading intellectual. The PAC (as it is known) supported Pan-Africanism and was greatly influenced by anti-colonial movements elsewhere     
 on the continent.
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… to the volk he dares rebuke” (Saunders, 
2002:62). Although this ‘loyale verset’ – or 
loyal dissent – was the early form of break-
out, eventually Afrikaner intellectuals were 
more daring. Another poet, the intellectual 
and activist Breyten Breytenbach, who was 
jailed for high treason in the early 1970s, 
was the most famous example of rebel-
lion. But the real revolt by Afrikaners came 
as apartheid was collapsing in the 1980s, 
and in this the humanities – in literature, 
in music, in journalism, especially amongst 
the young – turned away from all that had 
gone before.

8.3 A new beginning

Although it was plain that the politics 
which underpinned apartheid were 
unsustainable, few predicted that 

‘New South Africa’ would enthusiastically 
and so quickly embrace a new form of so-
cial conformity. This is not to suggest that 
those in humanities had no interest in, or 
concern for, the issue of liberation: indeed, 
this chapter has argued the very opposite 
view, namely, that they were at the fore-
front. Cumulatively, this energy was imag-
ining a new society which was everything 
that apartheid was not. The form on offer 
was citizenship free of the fear and dis-
crimination that had marked the country’s 
unhappy past. It is necessary here to point 
out that at this time there was a deepening 

nexus between the humanities – especial-
ly in their critical form – and the world of 
policy. This emerging narrative was imbued 
with the enlightenment values that for two 
centuries had inspired the growth and the 
flourishing of the humanities throughout 
the world and from which South Africa, 
from the beginnings of apartheid, had in-
creasingly been excluded through academ-
ic boycotts and the like. 

As the struggle for South Africa intensified, 
much of the Marxist thought which has 
been discussed here (and its relevance for 
the country and its future) became acerbic 
and debased. In the politically charged at-
mosphere of the mid- and late-1980s, polit-
ical rhetoric was heady and often by-passed 
open and free discussion. As a result, not a 
little vulgar thinking found its way into the 
curricula in all of South Africa’s universities, 
with the humanities frequently acting as 
simple vehicles for political struggle. Quite 
rightly, these distortions were criticised, 
but it took a decade to realise the damage 
that was done during these years. But, in 
responsible places, the drawing together 
of theory and practice which had marked 
the humanities in the 1970s had reached an 
interesting point. So, with apartheid on the 
verge of collapse, and following the release 
from prison of Nelson Mandela, the Ameri-
can sociologist Michael Burawoy visited the 
country and glowingly wrote that “every-
where there were sociologists [and other 
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academics] acting as organic intellectuals 
of the home-grown liberation movements” 
(Burawoy, 2004a:11). In the early 1990s the 
humanities in South Africa seemed all but 
on the edge of an age of retreat. 

Ten years later, all this had changed, as re-
search into the ‘employment prospects’ for 
graduates attested. 

 The employability picture is bleaker for 
graduates from the faculty of humani-
ties. Commenting on learners’ chances of 
obtaining a job after graduation, deans 
said: `not anything significant’, `not with 
the current programmes’ and `not wide-
spread within the faculty’. They realised 
that, so far, the programmes offered in 
their faculties are less demanded by em-
ployers and have a lower exchange rate 
in the market place, which puts students 
at a disadvantage. University funding for 
the faculties of humanities is yearly be-
ing reduced while funding for faculties 
that promise to produce more employ-
able graduates is increased, so efforts are 
being made to turn the situation around. 
Innovative programmes like communi-
cation science and sport development 
are being introduced and strengthened 
(Maharasoa and Hay, 2001).

Formulating the answer to the question of 
what had happened provides a window on 
the humanities in the post-apartheid years. 
It is a story of confusion, of lost opportuni-
ties, of crass instrumentalism and power-
point managerialism, of government pres-
sure, and, not surprisingly, of despair. But it 
is also the story of resistance, of rebirth, of 

renewal and of rediscovery – all the features 
which place the humanities at the very cen-
tre of the human experience. 

The explanation begins with the issue of 
timing. The end of apartheid occurred 
at a moment of enormous international 
change. The fall of the Berlin Wall paved 
the way for the collapse of Socialism, en-
tirely removing those Archimedean points 
of reference – east and west – that had 
dominated thinking about the social world 
for forty years. In important, though as yet 
undocumented ways, the apartheid experi-
ment was over-shadowed by the Cold War 
and, as has been seen, individual disciplines 
often lent themselves to its ideology. In the 
changing South Africa the contest over ide-
as about the social world was heightened 
by increasing violence, which was linked 
to the deepening political contestation. 
The holding power of the Marxist Moment 
quickly disappeared for two reasons. First, 
the collapse of the socialist states com-
pelled political and social discourses to en-
gage with neo-liberal social thought, which 
had been wholly ignored. Second, there 
was a flight of intellectuals from the acad-
emy towards policy research, consultancy 
or into the institutions of the state. 

As a result, the increased influence of (what 
some called) ‘the change-industry’  used 
the   self-styled ideas around ‘freedom’, on  
offer by free-market economics, to hone 
and stabilise an imaginary visioning of a 
‘New South Africa’ based on the idea that 
history had ended with the fall of the Ber-
lin Wall. This Hegelian-centred argument 
embraced the idea that liberal-democracy 
had emerged as the most desirable form of 
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government, finally overcoming the chal-
lenge of Fascism (of which apartheid was 
a variant) and Communism (which had 
been embraced by many in the country’s 
liberation movement). Public discourse was 
dominated by the idea that economics (es-
pecially its neo-liberal variant) had been at 
the centre of political change in the coun-
try. This was a return to the liberal logic of 
the post-Second World War world which, as 
illustrated, had been dislodged by the rise 
of Marxist thinking. In this narrative, the hu-
manities had no place; indeed, the critical 
ideas that they fostered were threatening 
to the ‘new order’ under construction. 

As this idea took hold, the promise of the 
enlightenment slipped further and further 
away from its open-endedness towards a 
vision of the future that rested on econom-
ics alone. These departures from the post-
apartheid state’s anticipated destination 
were often sponsored by northern institu-
tions that were keen to see that South Af-
rica should not deviate from the emerging 
consensus that there was no alternative to 
market-driven capitalism. In real ways, this 
outcome echoed earlier moments in the 
country’s development. In his book on the 
history of scientific and social knowledge 
in South Africa, Saul Dubow repeatedly 
suggests that science in the country was 
flattered by “the glow of metropolitan at-
tention” (Dubow,  2006:14-15). He goes on 
to argue that the requirements of its sci-
ence “were often articulated in terms of 
the country’s international standing or ... 
(economic)... competitiveness” (Dubow, 
2006:198). After the end of apartheid, a 
deepening subservience to homogenising 

clichés like ‘international best practice’ in 
economic practice closed out any possibil-
ity that the local could offer anything fresh, 
or interesting, unless it had been approved 
by the metropolitan gaze.  

The importation and appropriation of mar-
ket fundamentalism was a re-run of the 
past horror for the humanities, because the 
approach passively accepted – as apartheid 
had once done with the question of race 
– a condition which should have been sub-
jected to intellectual scrutiny and critique. 
Especially materially, but also methodolo-
gically, it was less and less possible to offer 
essential critique. Consider, as an example, 
the issue of method. The country witnessed 
a remarkable growth in the popularity of 
scenario-building – a reductionist approach 
to understanding social futures which is 
culled from management studies. Struc-
tured scenario-building exercises compress 
the possible futures which might be cre-
ated from the social world into sound-bites 
which, when strung together, sketch a fu-
ture which is predetermined and can only 
be mediated by market forces and its politi-
cal twin, liberal democracy – a return to the 
‘end of history’ thesis. Through this kind of 
reductionism, the arts, the critical social sci-
ences – the humanities, in general – were 
increasingly regarded as superfluous to 
the imperative of exercising ‘rational social 
choice’ in the interests of a single outcome: 
economic growth.  

This, of course, was the same intellectual 
pattern which makes up the popular 
master narrative called globalisation. Given 
the intensity of theoretical questioning that 
had once marked the humanities in South 
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Africa, it was remarkable that this idea was 
accepted as a social fact, as the country’s 
only possible destination. By failing to raise 
questions, the humanities (both in South 
Africa and elsewhere) have paid a high price 
for the creation of what Emma Rothschild 
calls a “society of universal commerce” 
(Rothschild, 2002:250). One of these costs 
Vrinda Nabar has described as the view that 
“the humanities and languages are unnec-
essary indulgences” (Furedi, 2004:3). 

This thinking, which has by now permeated 
deep into South African society, will now 
occupy our attention. Consider schooling: 
private schools report the view that parentsparents 
assess education in investment terms, with 
the idea of ‘value for money’ playing a strong 
role; most want their children prepared for 
a ‘lucrative career’ and believe that the hu-
manities will not equip their children for 
this trajectory. At the public end of school-
ing, the legacy of apartheid continues to 
blight the lives – and individual prospects 
– of the majority of the country’s popula-
tion. Teaching is poor, facilities inadequate, 
and access to the social capital essential for 
higher education is largely lacking. Within 
the universities, the humanities are largely 
charged with setting right these structural 
failings. In addition, the newly introduced 
‘outcomes-based’ school curriculum is pre-
scriptive: every pupil is compelled to do a 
mathematics course in the final three grades 
of school. Other compulsory subjects are 
English, a first additional language and a 
course called ‘life orientation’. This leaves 
only three subjects to choose from to com-
plete the total of seven. It is, therefore, not 
always easy to achieve a desirable balance 
between the sciences and the humanities. 

In addition, because they are considered to 
be an ‘easy option’ – even amongst the ranks 
of university recruiters – the bulk of poorly 
prepared students enter the humanities.

These issues are exacerbated by a public 
discourse which is unidirectional. The im-
portance of mathematics, science and tech-
nology is a constant theme: their case is 
often highlighted by government spokes-
people, by the business community and by 
think-tanks and public policy experts – the 
last two of which groupings seem entirely 
dominated by economists. Few examples 
of humanities-trained successes in the eve-
ryday world of commercial or industrial 
work are considered.  In addition, television 
programmes, especially soap operas and 
sitcoms, depict characters with high-pow-
ered careers, usually in the field of business, 
which guarantee an affluent lifestyle. The 
value of a humanities education is seldom 
emphasised.

In general, these realities have expressed 
themselves in student growth rates in hu-
manities that are substantially below the 
growth rates in total numbers of students, 
dominated by a fall-off in humanities stu-
dents in the early- and mid-1990s.

Within the higher education system, plan-
ning has forced South Africa’s government 
to use the national purse to steer higher 
education towards the market. So, for more 
than a decade, the national subsidy for 
producing a humanities graduate was less 
than that of a graduate in other disciplines. 
The rationale for this decision (only partly 
based on costs of instruction) were also 
partly pure public-choice theory: a gradu-
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ate in either science or commerce would 
help to ‘grow the economy’ while the value 
of a graduate in the humanities could be 
measured within the logic of economic 
rationality. This approach of course disre-
garded Edward Ayers’s assertion that the 
“humanities are intrinsically inefficient” and 
that training in the humanities did “not ob-
viously translate into the requirements for 
a first job” (Ayers, 2009:30). A new funding 
formula, which came into effect in 2004, 
changed this evaluative balance somewhat. 
The subsidy is now calculated according to 
the field of study (in a simple funding grid 
where most of the subjects in humanities 
are in the lowest-yielding category), as well 
as the level of the degree – so, a Bachelor’s 
degree has less weighting than a Master’s 
degree, which in turn is less than that of a 
Doctorate. This funding system is based on 
the input costs of training rather than on 
the output benefit to the economy. This has 
certainly increased the ‘returns’ – to inten-
tionally use the accounting term – but the 
money available for humanities is still much 
less than it is for science fields. 

Within the university funding formula, re-
search outputs are rewarded by a cash pay-
out to the author’s respective home institu-
tion. The greater weighting of these rewards 
is for research which is published in aca-
demic journals, with  books and especially 
book chapters  generally yielding  lower 
‘returns’. While some efforts are underway 
to repair this situation, there is an overall 
lack of appreciation of the deep scholar-
ship necessary in the writing of a peer-re-
viewed book, which in turn shows a lack 
of understanding of the humanities on the 
part of policy steeped in free market think-

ing. This said, statistical and bibliometric 
evidence suggests that the humanities and 
social sciences (here the definition includes 
education) account for approximately 40% 
of all output in accredited journals in South 
Africa. However, this work chiefly appears in 
local journals which are not ISI-indexed and 
therefore not internationally recognised 
– interestingly, this outcome is a mirror 
of that in the natural and health sciences. 
When measured against ten similar science 
systems (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Egypt, Ma-
laysia, Mexico, Portugal, Singapore, Spain 
and Turkey), South African humanities-au-
thored articles in ISI-indexed journals com-
pared favourably in terms of international 
visibility, measured as citation rates. Social 
science articles were ranked in the sam-
ple behind Singapore and Brazil in terms 
of field-normalised citation rates, while the 
humanities were ranked fourth behind Ar-
gentina, Portugal and Egypt. 

Complications have also arisen from the way 
in which research funding is organised and 
managed in the country. In apartheid times, 
the chief funding agency, the Foundation the Foundation 
for Research and Development (FRD), was 
devoted to the financing of the natural sci-
ences and technology; around this focus 
a distinct, and quite effective, operating 
culture had developed. At apartheid’s end, 
along with most other institutions in the 
country, the FRD went though extensive re-
organisation, resulting in the establishment 
of the National Research Foundation (NRF), 
through a merger between the FRD and the 
Centre for Science Development (CSD), the 
granting arm of the HSRC. By legislation, the 
NRF became responsible for the promotion 
and support of research in the humanities 
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and the social sciences. This has not been 
a happy development. For one thing, dur-
ing the time of the FRD, a simple system of 
‘rated scientists’ was deployed, and these 
scientists were guaranteed access to fund-
ing; this system was re-crafted at the birth 
of the NRF to include the humanities. In its 
new (and very elaborate) form, guaranteed 
funding was removed from the rating, and 
the system began to operate on the basis 
of universities competing for the prestige 
attached to rated scientists. (More recently, 
however, in another revamp of the system, 
funding levels have been restored). Never-
theless, many in the humanities (and some 
in the experimental sciences, too) have 
turned their backs on the ‘rating system’ 
– as the programme is called. Because this 
is contested ground, a few lines of explana-
tion are required. In a report issued in May 
2009, the NRF claimed that the number of 
humanities and social science research-
ers had increased “from 21% to 31% of the 
total number of rated researchers over the 
last five years” (NRF, 2009:15). But an ear-
lier report (NRF, 2007:4) – which supports 
this growth in numbers – indicated that in 
2005 only 9.8 % of the total number of staff 
in both the humanities and the natural sci-
ences in South Africa had been rated. A fur-
ther obstacle in the relationship between 
the NRF and the humanities community 
involved an early effort to focus research 
into focus areas. These ‘exclusionary modes’ 
largely failed to take account of the critical 
tradition in the humanities. 

In 2007, John Higgins, one of the country’s 
leading thinkers and himself the recipient 
of the highest rating of the NRF, published 
a piece excoriating the NRF for its approach 

to the humanities (Higgins, 2007). The NRF 
has been responsive to this and other criti-
cism, and sensitive management of the 
humanities portfolio may have made the 
academy more interested in co-operation, 
although several stumbling blocks remain. 
One of these has been the creation of gov-
ernment-funded research chairs which 
have been rolled out by the NRF. In these, 
24 of 80 have been in the humanities and 
social sciences, including a number in the 
economic sciences, which are not routinely 
counted in with the humanities.

The humanities, as Edward Ayers (Ayers, 
2009. 25) suggests, ‘live’ in many places and 
it is to a place other than the universities 
that attention will briefly turn. The HSRC, the 
prototype of which was suggested by Eddie 
Malherbe in 1921 (Smit, 1984), commands 
a central – if somewhat historically contro-
versial – space in the humanities in South 
Africa. In the 1980s, as the struggle to end 
apartheid drew to a close, the HSRC was ac-
cused of legitimising the reform initiatives 
of the apartheid government by offering 
scientific support for social programmes 
(White, undated). Its current mandate “to 
act as a knowledge hub between research, 
policy and action; thus increasing the im-
pact of research” – as its website states –re-
flects the organisation’s interest in making 
a difference in people’s lives. But this is not 
uncontroversial, since much of the HSRC’s 
work is at the applied end of social science, 
in particular. It certainly has the greatest 
single concentration of researchers in the 
country (some 165 professionals in all), 
who are supported by technical colleagues, 
and it boasts that its four multidisciplinary 
research programmes, two cross-cutting re-
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search units and three research centres are 
focused “on user needs”. These are:

l  Research programmes:  Child, Youth, 
Family and Social Development, Democ-
racy and Governance, Education, Science 
and Skills Development, and Social 
Aspects of HIV/AIDS and Health; 

l  Cross-cutting units: Policy Analysis and 
Capacity, Enhancement Unit and Know-
ledge Systems; 

l  Centres: Education Quality Improve-
ment, Poverty, Employment and Growth 
and Centre for Service Delivery.

The HSRC has come in for criticism for the 
high salaries paid to its researchers and for 
recruiting academics from the university 
system. It has also not shown deep interest 
in developing – or, rather, redeveloping – in-
terest in areas like literature, history, philo- 
sophy, religion, art history, music, drama 
and the like. There are, it seems, some dis-
cussions within the HSRC to fill this lacuna in 
its work by directing attention towards the 
humanities, but ways to achieve this appear 
still to be at the embryonic stage. It is fair to 
say that the applied policy direction of the 
HRSC is understandable in a country like 
South Africa where poverty levels are high 
and where the gap between the richest 
and poorest is the largest in the world. It is 
also true that the HSRC has helped to open 
up space for humanities in the country. Its 
publishing house, the HSRC Press, operates 
on an open access system which provides 
free access to all it publications as part of it 
public purpose mandate. This is no trifling 
matter in a country where the selling price 
of books has greatly increased. However, 

weaknesses in its approach are evident. 
One of these has been an unwillingness to 
engage in the debates on macro-economic 
policy which, as this chapter has made 
clear, has helped to drive the humanities to 
the margins of intellectual enquiry. 

8.4 In search of recovery

These are the somewhat gloomy cir-
cumstances that have confronted the 
humanities in South Africa for the best 

part of fifteen years. Once at the centre of 
the university (and, indeed, in the country), 
and at the forefront of the struggle to end 
apartheid, they now face shrinking budgets, 
economic determinism and managerialism. 
Of course, as the responses to a number of 
enquiries have shown, the South African 
humanities are not alone in facing 

 declining proportions of students and 
faculty positions, low funding inside the 
university, a diminished audience be-
yond the academy, disorientating shifts 
in demography of students and faculty, 
and dislocating theoretical innovations 
(Ayers 2009:24).

But in South Africa, as these pages have ar-
gued, this outcome has been subjected to 
particular pathologies. To the question of 
how the humanities in South Africa have 
responded to these many challenges we 
must now turn. 

In the late-1990s, the government appeared 
to encourage the idea that all the country’s 
universities should adopt what was called 
a ‘programme approach’ to under-gradu-
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ate education. This approach reflected the 
thinking of planners whose ideal-model 
is that of the (mostly professional) facul-
ties where planned curricula are the norm, 
but the approach also fitted the modu-
lar agenda of the National Qualifications 
Framework which was set up by the South 
African Qualifications Authority. In prac-
tice, across the country, the ‘programme 
approach’ resulted in long-standing (and 
often very strong) humanities departments 
being merged, reorganised or simply dis-
established. Some of the ‘programmes’ 
have continued,  while others reflected in-
strumentalist  ‘morphing’ into occupational 
studies like  museum studies, tourism stud-
ies and the like. The overall consensus was 
that the move was a disastrous step for the 
humanities. A powerful and intellectually 
rich department of German studies at UCT, 
for instance, was wrecked by ‘program-
matic rationalisation’ and a department of 
Afrikaans at the University of the Witwa-
tersrand, which was at the cusp of literary 
studies in the country, was closed. Inter-
estingly, one dean faced off the rush into 
programmes – it never was a directive from 
the government – by suggesting that all he 
would do was “learn the language”. Like all 
efforts that hope to rupture the crafted bal-
ance upon which the humanities rest, this 
approach was corrosive rather than crea-
tive. Notwithstanding this, the temptation 
to make the humanities ‘useful’ to the mar-
ket continues. (One institution has recently 
out-imagined even the Hegelian ingenuity 
of Fukuyama by proposing to launch a pro-
gramme called the Bachelor of Commerce 
Honours in Peace, Security and Economic 
Development.)

Individual academics have published 
thoughts on their own fears for the hu-
manities. This work is often a mix of fear for 
the future of the established canon mixed 
with the difficult political issues involved in 
political transformation, especially the con-
sistent pressures to rethink and reconsider 
the curriculum in the cause of ‘Africanisa-
tion’ (see Cornwell, 2006). These same issues 
were dramatically highlighted in a contro-
versy at the UCT in 1996 between the dis-
tinguished Africanist Mahmood Mamdani, 
who then held the AC Jordan Chair of Afri-
can Studies, and the university authorities 
over the development of a syllabus for a 
foundation course in African studies. Mam-
dani’s proposal, which drew strongly on a 
Pan-Africanist perspective, was rejected 
by his faculty colleagues; he later resigned 
to take up a Chair at Columbia. Undoubt-
edly, this was but the first salvo in deep and 
fierce debates that are certain to follow, and 
indicates why conversations on the episte-
mologies in the humanities and social sci-
ences are necessary.   

There have been interesting moves towards 
(what is sometimes called) the ‘new disci-
plines’ in South Africa. Embryonic interest 
in film studies has, for example, developed 
into a healthy and flourishing programme 
at UCT. The same university has also devel-
oped a strongly institutionalised gender 
programme through the African Gender In-
stitute which publishes the continent’s first 
regional gender studies journal, Feminist 
Africa.  A number of other universities, too, 
have developed programmes in gender 
or women’s studies. Other new disciplines 
have been developed around HIV/AIDS – an 
issue in which South Africa has an obvious 

TWAS book_Chap8.indd   232 2009/10/05   01:15:48 PM



8humanit ies and social sciences

233

H U M A N I T I E S  A N D  S O C I A L  S C I E N C E S   

interest given that it has the highest infec-
tion rate in the world. Here, the perennial 
interface between – in this case, medical 
sciences and the humanities – has generat-
ed many tensions, although an annual HIV/
AIDS conference has witnessed interesting 
areas of co-operation. In this area, the HSRC 
has developed an international reputation 
in second-generation surveillance of the 
pandemic. 

Studies into water have also seen innovative 
work done at the interface between the nat-
ural and the social sciences; some universi-
ties, like the University of the Western Cape 
(UWC), have developed cross-disciplinary 
postgraduate degrees in the field which 
are run through the recently established 
Institute for Water Studies. Equally success-
ful, and at the same institution, has been 
the development of work dedicated to the 
sensitive issue of land, its redistribution and 
agricultural policy. This, the Programme for 
Land, Agricultural and Agrarian Studies (the 
acronym ‘PLAAS’ is the Afrikaans word for 
‘farm’), is focused on one of the most chal-
lenging issues facing a country in which ac-
cess to the land was rigidly policed during 
the centuries of colonialism and decades 
of apartheid alike. Following Thabo Mbeki’s 
championing of the notion, a Centre for Af-
rican Renaissance Studies was established 
at UNISA in June 2003. A very interesting 
and innovative intellectual development 
was the establishment of a dedicated in-
stitute, called the Wits Institute for Social 
and Economic Research (WISER), at this 
university in 2001. Five things stand out in 
the successes which WISER has undoubt-
edly enjoyed: an unhesitating willingness 
to be reflective; a desire to speak directly to 

the public; the courage to explore difficult 
and controversial themes; freeing good re-
searchers from teaching; and foreign fund-
ing. In other places – the Centre for the Hu-
manities at UWC and the Centre for Critical 
Racism at the University of KwaZulu-Natal 
are examples – newer efforts at developing 
and strengthening the humanities in the 
country are underway.  

Some individual disciplines, like African 
languages, have effectively had to reinvent 
themselves. To briefly explain: early settlers 
were involved in the codification of these 
languages and, during the apartheid years, 
the teaching and associated research related 
to African languages, especially in Afrikaans 
universities, was mainly aimed at language 
fluency; in the English universities, a move 
towards linguistics took these languages 
away from their moorings in the commu-
nity. After 1994, most African language 
departments in the country experienced 
a drop-off in students, including mother 
tongue speakers. This fall-off was part of 
a multifaceted process: the shift towards 
English as the language of globalisation; 
the attitude of students towards studying 
their mother tongue; and the trivialisation 
of the teaching of African languages within 
the schooling system. As a result, the Afri-
can languages have developed new cours-
es for both mother tongue and non-mother 
tongue students. At Rhodes University this 
process has involved, ironically, access to 
foreign funding through the South Afri-
ca–Norway Tertiary Education programme 
(SANTED). This programme has involved 
the development of non-mother tongue 
vocational language courses in isiXhosa 
and the design of mother tongue courses in 
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isiXhosa which are linked to market-related 
requirements. These offer courses in trans-
lation studies, language and technology, 
language and society, language planning, 
orthography and writing skills, communica-
tion and media studies, as well as the teach-
ing of literature as a discipline which is re-
lated to society. While the result has been 
an exponential growth in student numbers, 
the turn towards the market in this success 
story seems undeniable. 

More concerted efforts are underway to 
mobilise support for the humanities by or-
ganising across universities who are often 
forced to compete for students and fund-
ing. The deans of humanities faculties have 
recently met and committed themselves 
to the formation of an organisation called 
the South African Humanities Deans Asso-
ciation (SAHUDA). Whether these meetings 
can lead to anything more substantial – or 
even an organised process of lobbying – is 
still an open question. Perhaps, however, 
the most interesting development was a de-
cision by the Academy of Science of South 
Africa (ASSAf) to create a consensus panel11 
on the state of the humanities in South Af-
rica. Driven by some of the concerns that 
have been raised in these pages, the panel 
hopes to deliver a report on ways to revive 
the humanities within academe, and to ex-
plore ideas to reassert the centrality of the 
humanities in South Africa’s national life. 
Of course, similar exercises have been tried 

elsewhere, and if Harpham (2005) is to be 
believed, these are merely reflections of the 
never-ending perception that the humani-
ties are in crisis. 

The new energy in South Africa’s humani-
ties – whatever its funding or its institu-
tional base – has the single goal of bringing 
a deeper understanding of the importance 
of the humanities in a country in search of 
self. Recognising this brings us to a deeper 
explanation of the title of this chapter. From 
their commanding place in South Africa 
during the long struggle to end apartheid, 
the humanities have been orphaned by the 
rise of the ‘New South Africa’ and by the 
country’s manufactured rejection of what 
the humanities can offer both the country 
and humankind. The challenge now is to 
find a way back – and to recognise, as the 
South African writer André Brink has sug-
gested, that “reality only begins where in-
formation ends” (Brink, 2001:3-4). 

This chapter – a mix of report and analysis 
– has tried to convey the idea that the ‘New 
South Africa’ is not what it once promised. 
In the opening paragraphs it was sug-
gested that South Africa’s experience of 
change adds empirical force to Max We-
ber’s claim that revolutionary ideas are in-
variably ‘disciplined’ by social and political 
processes. If the rationality which was first 
projected upon social science by Weber 
was even-handed, however, then the sense 

11 The establishment of a consensus panel is an accepted practice to the investigation of an issue by ASSAf. The consensus panel on 
 the humanities was established in 2008 and will submit a report in 2010. It is chaired by ASSAf Vice-President Jonathan Jansen and the
 author of this paper, Peter Vale.
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of loss experienced throughout the hu-
manities in South Africa would be explain-
able, even perhaps tolerable. But policy in 
post-apartheid South Africa is increasingly 
determined by ‘experts’, few of whom are 
trained in the humanities, and by a techni-
cal language upon which their decisions 
rest. This has dealt a double blow to the 
humanities in the country: first, their com-
manding position within the academy has 
been supplanted by the rise of new ways of 
both knowing and explaining; and, second, 
their role in freeing South Africa has been 
entirely ignored. 

Legacy issues, too, hang heavily over the 
humanities in South Africa. The three ap-
proaches to the humanities which have 
been examined here have left huge areas of 
contestation and disparities. So, who talks 
for (and in) the humanities is at the heart of 
an intense debate.  Are they – and the en-
tire South African academy – still trapped in 
Dubow’s “network of imperial knowledge”? 
What will happen to the Afrikaans language 
which, unlike English, does not speak “as 
outsiders in their own society” (Mkandawire, 
2005.7)? Can a crusading Afrocentrism 
bring the humanities in South Africa ’home‘ 

to the continent and the diaspora? Given 
the history we have traversed, it is not sur-
prising that these questions are played out 
in the everyday institutional life of the hu-
manities where appointments, and funding 
and publishing remain mortgaged to the 
country’s unhappy and divided past. 
Notwithstanding the hurdles and divisions 
described in these pages, the humanities 
continue to challenge South Africa as much 
as South Africa challenges the humanities. 
Drawing from Max Horkheimer’s thinking, 
the social theorist Ted Schatzki recently de-
scribed South Africa as an “evolving societal 
constellation”. He goes on to say, “South Af-
rica is positioned to contribute strongly in 
the future to the elaboration of social theo-
ries adequate to changing global constella-
tions of power, finance, culture, production 
and governance” (Schatzki, 2009: 30).

But the perennial promise of the humani-
ties is the never-ending hope of human 
ingenuity and the power of imagination, 
the spirit of enquiry, and the creation of a 
world of possibilities. This suggests that we 
should end with a question for the future. 
Do the orphan years of the humanities in 
South Africa lie before or behind us? 
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Michael Cronin wrote a short paper 
in the South African Journal of Sci-
ence in 1982 documenting some 

new radiocarbon dates from the Eastern 
Cape (Cronin, 1982). The paper has not 
been recognised as groundbreaking, yet 
with hindsight the paper heralded a new 
phase in South African archaeology that 
began in the 1970s and flourished in the 
1980s. Cronin’s evidence of  Early Iron Age 
settlement approximately 1 200 years ago 
on the Transkei coast of the eastern Cape1 
(Fig. 9.1) was in direct conflict with the 
politically motivated ‘Christian National 
Education’2 model of the apartheid govern-
ment that prevailed at the time. Apartheid 
education taught that both Europeans and 
Bantu-speaking South Africans were new 
arrivals in South Africa, the former moving 
east from the western Cape and the latter 
moving down from beyond the Limpopo 
River, the current northern border of South 
Africa with Zimbabwe, and the two meet-
ing at the Great Fish River in the eastern 
Cape in the 1770s. The implication was 
that the country was essentially ‘empty’ 
before then (ignoring the San hunters and 
the Khoe herders) and that the white sett-

lers had as much right as black ‘natives’ to 
take the land for themselves. Cronin’s new 
dates were hard evidence that showed the 
antiquity of settlement of Iron Age farmers 
in the country. Not only had these farmers 
been present for nearly two millennia in the 
Transvaal3 as noted by the work of Revil Ma-
son in the early 1970s, but they had even 
reached the far south-east by 750 AD. 

Archaeology has always had an important 
role in the construction of national histo-
ries and has been susceptible to selective 
interpretation because of this, yet it is also a 
powerful tool to uncover information about 
the past that has been forgotten, ignored or 
is simply unknown. This is of special impor-
tance in South Africa as research in the dis-
cipline of archaeology has spanned the pe-
riod of colonialism, apartheid and the new 
democratic order since 1994. The discipline 
has been abused in the past, but the hard 
work of professional and amateur scholars 
has accumulated a vast body of evidence 
that is finally starting to give us a more 
broadly inclusive picture of the past. This 
ranges from the distant origin of human 
ancestors through the long period domi-

1 South Africa consists of nine provinces which are shown in Figure 9.1.
2  Christian National Education was the official education policy of the apartheid government that not only separated the schools according 
 to race, but also imposed a curriculum that was specifically adapted to each race group.  The curriculum for black schools was intended 
 to limit the academic attainment of the scholars to prepare them for menial employment, while the curriculum for white schools included  
 specific propagandistic content that defended their position of superiority in society.
3 Former province that covered roughly the current Gauteng, North-West, Mpumalanga and Limpopo provinces.
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nated by Stone Age foragers to the more 
complex societies of the last two millennia. 
Research like that of Cronin has provided 
us with solid evidence to refute mythology.  
From amateur roots at the beginning of the 
20th century, South African archaeology has 
developed into a professional discipline 
that has not only shed light on the his-
tory of the region but has also broken new 
ground in methodology, placing South Afri-
can archaeology firmly on the world stage. 
Archaeological and palaeoanthropological 
discoveries uncovered by South African re-
search have helped Africa achieve dignity 
and self-respect as part of the African Ren-
aissance4.

9.1 Archaeological roots

Archaeological investigations in South 
Africa first began in the late 19th cen-
tury. Louis Péringuey, an entomolo-

gist at the South African Museum in Cape 
Town, with an archaeological interest, did 
some preliminary work on stone tools, but 
without the ability to date any of the re-
mains he was unable to compile any mean-
ingful chronology. Archaeological explora-
tion at this time was very much the realm of 
amateurs and informally trained profession-
als like Péringuey, but research on South 
Africa’s past took a more systematic turn 
with the appointment of AJH Goodwin to 
the University of Cape Town (UCT) in 1923 
as a research assistant in the department of 
ethnology. Goodwin’s archaeological train-

ing had been under Burkitt and Haddon at 
Cambridge and this enabled him to intro-
duce the latest ideas and methods to South 
Africa. He began by re-examining the stone 
tool collections assembled by Péringuey 
and sorted them in a typology based on the 
relative African sequence rather than the 
European standards. His collaborator in this 
project was Clarence ‘Peter’ van Riet Lowe, 
an engineer working in the Orange Free 
State, now known as the Free State prov-
ince, who also had archaeological interests. 
Together they published The Stone Age Cul-
tures of South Africa in 1929, and the termi-
nology that they chose (Later, Middle and 
Earlier Stone Ages) is still with us today. 

The careers of these two men were quite 
different. Goodwin was in a teaching post 
and trained several students who were to 
have great impact in later years. Van Riet 
Lowe became director of the Bureau of Ar-
chaeology (later known as the Archaeologi-
cal Survey) when it was created in 1935. The 
collections of the bureau were kept at the 
University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) in 
Johannesburg and van Riet Lowe was given 
a joint appointment with the university at a 
professorial level. Although he did not train 
students, he employed several of Good-
win’s students at the bureau. Amongst 
Goodwin’s students was Berry Malan, who 
took over the directorship of the Archaeo-
logical Survey on van Riet Lowe’s death and 
eventually moved to Cape Town when the 
Historical Monuments Commission (HMC, 
later the National Monuments Council) was 

4 A Pan-Africanist policy initiated by President Thabo Mbeki which hopes to instil pride in being African.
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re-located there in the early 1960s. Another 
Goodwin student, Revil Mason, joined Van 
Riet Lowe at the HMC in the late 1940s 
and became curator of the Archaeological 
Survey collection at Wits in 1962 after the 
HMC’s move to Cape Town. A third Goodwin 
student was Peter Beaumont who worked 
closely with Raymond Dart and later had 
a long career at the McGregor Museum in 
Kimberley.

Although the discipline of archaeology 
grew slowly before World War II, there was 
significant interest from government in 
the form of the then Prime Minister Jan C 
Smuts. Smuts not only supported the de-
velopment of the Archaeological Survey, 
but when the first Pan-African Congress on 
Prehistory was launched in Nairobi in 1947, 
Smuts arranged for the South African dele-
gates to be flown to East Africa on a military 
transport plane. This open support from 
government stopped when Smuts’ party 
lost to the Nationalists in the 1948 general 
election. The new Afrikaner-dominated Na-
tionalist5 government was not friendly to 
archaeology because the evidence it was 
uncovering conflicted with biblical teach-
ing about human origins, and also because 
it gave prominence to the study of native 
black populations and placed them on an 
equal footing in the history of the European 
colonists. The second Pan-African Congress 
on Prehistory was scheduled to be held in 
Johannesburg, but the new government 
withdrew their funding and it was moved 
to Algeria instead. Local interest in archae-

ology was kept alive by the palaeoanthro-
pologists (see below) but also by Goodwin’s 
launch of the South African Archaeological 
Society in 1945 along with its journal, the 
South African Archaeological Bulletin.

Lack of government support limited archae-
ological advancement during the 1950s and 
1960s, but the situation began to change in 
the late 1960s as the country became more 
prosperous and the government began to 
increase funding for universities and mu-
seums. Revil Mason completed his PhD at 
UCT on ‘The Prehistory of the Transvaal’ in 
1958 under the joint supervision of Good-
win and Van Riet Lowe. John Goodwin died 
in 1959, but his post was taken by Ray Ins-
keep in 1960 and the number of students 
began to expand substantially. Amongst 
Goodwin’s last students were Glynn Isaac 
and Hilary Deacon. Isaac left South Africa to 
gain professional training overseas, while 
after a brief stint in geology, Hilary Deacon 
returned to archaeology and completed 
his MSc and PhD under Inskeep at UCT. 
Inskeep was able to generate a new inter-
est in archaeology amongst his students. 
These included Carmel Schrire, Janette 
Deacon, Garth Sampson, Elizabeth Voigt, 
Graham Avery, Mike Wilson, Tony Hum-
phreys and Tim Maggs, all of whom have 
become important South African archae-
ologists in their own right. Archaeology at 
UCT remained a sub-division of African stu-
dies until 1968 when it became a separate 
department with Inskeep as an associate 
professor, and in 1973 it appointed its first 

5  The National Party won the 1948 election on a policy of apartheid. The electorate was overwhelming white with a few enfranchisedThe National Party won the 1948 election on a policy of apartheid.  The electorate was overwhelming white with a few enfranchised  
     coloured people and no black Africans.
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full professor, Nicholaas van der Merwe, a 
South African trained at Yale University in 
the United States.   

Van Riet Lowe died in 1956, but when the 
Archaeological Survey was closed in 1962, 
and Berry Malan relocated to the Cape as 
Director of the HMC, his legacy was carried 
on through the research of Revil Mason at 
Wits. Mason trained relatively few students 
at Wits, but he did extensive research es-
pecially on the Iron Age peoples of the 
Johannesburg area and the neighbouring 
Magaliesberg. Budgetary restrictions also 
prevented the growth of archaeology at 
Wits in the 1960s and the subject remained 
a division of anthropology. However, with 
increased availability of funding, the sub-
department of archaeology was split in the 
early 1970s into a teaching school and an 
Archaeological Research Unit under Revil 
Mason which he ran independently until it 
was closed down on his retirement in 1989. 
Tom Huffman, an Iron Age specialist who 
had been at the Queen Victoria Museum in 
Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), was appointed 
the first professor of an independent de-
partment of archaeology in 1978. The new 
teaching department broadened its activi-
ties to rock art and Stone Age research and 
Lyn Wadley became its first PhD graduate in 
1987. 

The expansion in the 1970s professional-
ised archaeology in South Africa. Janette 
Deacon has outlined these developments 
and emphasises the shift from amateur to 

professionals in university and museum 
contexts (Deacon, 1990). When Inskeep 
joined UCT in 1960, his was the only aca-
demic position in the country and half of 
the articles published in the South African 
Archaeological Bulletin were written by am-
ateurs with no professional training. Within 
ten years there were archaeologists in all 
major museums and six universities offered 
courses at an undergraduate level. By 1970, 
articles written by amateurs accounted for 
only 10% of the papers in the South African 
Archaeological Bulletin. Separate research 
units were created for palynology in Bloem-
fontein at the University of the Orange Free 
State (now University of the Free State), 
for radiocarbon dating at the Council for 
Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) in 
Pretoria, for archaeozoology at the Trans-
vaal Museum also in Pretoria, and for rock 
art at Wits in Johannesburg. A professional 
body, the South African Association of Ar-
chaeologists (now called the Association of 
Southern African Professional Archaeolo-
gists (ASAPA)), was launched in 1970 and it 
and its older relative, the Southern African 
Society for Quaternary Research, offered bi-
ennial meetings in alternate years. 

Membership of ASAPA now requires a mini-
mum of an Honours degree in archaeology 
and draws membership from Botswana, 
Namibia and Zimbabwe and South Africa, 
as well as members from farther afield 
who are working on research projects in 
the region. Current membership stands at 
over 240 professionals. Active teaching de-
partments producing Doctoral level train-
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ing can be found at UCT, the University of 
Pretoria (UP), Wits, the University of South 
Africa (UNISA), and until 1999, Stellenbosch 
University (SU). The museums in Cape 
Town, Pretoria, Kimberley, Bloemfontein, 
Grahamstown and Pietermaritzburg all 
have active divisions of archaeology and as-
sociated collections of excavated artefacts. 
Amateur interest in archaeology continues 
to be encouraged by the South African Arc-
haeological Society in its branches in the 
Western Cape, along with the Free State/
Northern Cape, Gauteng and KwaZulu-Na-
tal. Membership of the society is currently 
around 850, the vast majority of whom 
are interested amateurs. The South African 
Archaeological Bulletin continues to be a 
regular vehicle for archaeological publica-
tions along with its occasional Goodwin Se-
ries special volumes. Since 1982, the Albany 
Museum in Grahamstown has published 
the journal Southern African Field Archaeol-
ogy and the Natal Museum in Pietermaritz-
burg continues to publish Southern African 
Humanities in which archaeological papers 
are prominent.  

9.2 Major research themes in 
archaeology

The long-term legacy of Goodwin and 
Van Riet Lowe has been the rich body 
of knowledge generated by archae-

ologists since the 1970s. In the early years 
much of the focus was on stone tool typol-
ogy and understanding the sequence of 
archaeological cultures in southern Africa. 

Research has now become more hypoth-
esis-oriented. Initially, ecology was the cen-
tral focus of the new research, but in recent 
years, this has moved on to examining be-
lief systems and asking social questions. 
 
The ecological theme was taken up by  
Hilary Deacon first at the Albany Museum 
in Grahamstown and, from 1972, at SU, as 
well as by John Parkington and his students 
at UCT.  Hilary and Janette Deacon focused 
on the Eastern and Southern Cape, exam-
ining Late Pleistocene and Holocene sub-
sistence patterns and adaptive changes 
in material culture over time. In the 1980s, 
Hilary Deacon focused on the key site of 
Klasies River6 with its excellent record of 
environmental changes over the past 120 
000 years. Parkington examined spatial 
variability in the western Cape, especially in 
the region of Elands Bay up the west coast 
of South Africa. Their models were those of 
the Kalahari San and social structure was 
matched to environmental ecology. Park-
ington developed a model based on sea-
sonal mobility and proposed that Holocene 
hunters wintered on the coast and spent 
the hot summers inland in the mountains. 

At about the same time, John Vogel of the 
CSIR in Pretoria began to examine stable 
light isotope research in biology. Vogel’s 
laboratory was world-renowned in this re-
search and developed the technique into 
a major research tool for life and environ-
mental science.  In collaboration with Vogel, 
Nick van der Merwe in Cape Town set up a 

6  Locations of all archaeological sites mentioned in this chapter are shown in Figure 9.1. Locations of all archaeological sites mentioned in this chapter are shown in Figure 9.1.
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stable isotope laboratory to examine the bi-
ochemistry of once-living material to work 
out past diets by means of archaeometry. 
Amongst the first test cases of this work was 
the examination of human skeletons from 
the Cape west coast to test Parkington’s sea-

sonal mobility model. The resulting Masters 
thesis by Judith Sealy showed that the real-
ity was not so simple and that the isotope 
readings of many of the human skeletons 
indicated that the people had not migrat-
ed seasonally. In a chemical assessment of 

Figure 9.1: Locations of archeological sites in South Africa
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’you are what you eat’, subsequent research 
at the stable isotope laboratory used sta-
ble isotopes of carbon and nitrogen, along 
with trace levels of strontium and fluorine 
to examine Later Stone Age, Iron Age and 
historic diets, weaning practices, regional 
movements, and, of special interest to pal-
aeoanthropology, diets of long extinct hu-
mans and non-human primates. 

The biochemistry of ancient human bone 
bridges the field of archaeology with that 
of physical anthropology and significant re-
search into the skeletal biology of past popu-
lations has been done during the last two 
decades and continues to be an important re-
search thrust today. A spin-off of the stable iso-
tope analysis has been the increased number 
of human skeletons dated by radiocarbon 
that has enabled physical anthropologists to 
ask questions about the biology of people 
over time. Alan Morris published a catalogue 
of Holocene human skeletons in southern Af-
rica (Morris, 1992) that has formed the basis 
for much of the subsequent research. The 
number of new skeletal samples has also in-
creased especially in the last decade as hu-
man burials are disturbed by development. 
Maryna Steyn and Erika L’Abbé have looked 
at Iron Age and historic Bantu-speaking sam-
ples, while Susan Pfeiffer and her Canadian  
students have done considerable work on 
health and lifestyle during the Holocene 
of the Cape. Morris and his students have 
studied the historic peoples of early Cape 
Town. 

Iron Age research was built up by Revil 
Mason at Wits between 1962 and 1986. Al-
though Mason was primarily interested in 
the Late Iron Age, he did important work at 
Broederstroom in which he demonstrated 
the presence of Early Iron Age farmers in the 
region between the 3rd and 5th centuries AD. 
His Broederstroom studies brought to light 
much information about these people and 
subsequent research has found evidence 
of this early settlement in the far northern 
province of Limpopo, east through Mpu-
malanga province and south into KwaZulu-
Natal, ending with the settlements dated by 
Cronin just east of the Great Fish River in the 
Eastern Cape. Tom Huffman’s work also en-
compassed the Early Iron Age, but he and his 
students also examined the important Late 
Iron Age sites that could be directly linked 
by pottery sequence to the living historical 
Bantu-speaking peoples of the region.  Lat-
er, Tim Maggs and Martin Hall studied set-
tlement patterns on the southern highveld7 
and coastal KwaZulu-Natal respectively, 
applying ecological models linked to eth-
noarchaeology. By understanding the link 
between ecology and society in historical 
populations, these researchers were able 
to demonstrate the important relationships 
between settlement pattern and ecology in 
the prehistoric period. 

Huffman’s work also considered the larger 
sites in Zimbabwe and at Mapungubwe, 
and shed light on state formation in  
the period between the 10th and 15th cen-
turies AD.  

7   The high-altitude interior plateau of South Africa.
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The discovery in 1933 of the elite settle-
ment with its gold burials at Mapungubwe 
Hill brought UP into the archaeological fold. 
The earlier work, under the direction of the 
historian Leo Fouché and the British Egyp-
tologist Captain Guy Gardiner, was more 
confusing than helpful. In the same manner 
as the Zimbabwe Ruins in modern Zimbab-
we, there were vested interests who felt that 
‘foreigners’ must have been responsible 
for the site’s construction and that Bantu-
speakers could not have erected them. Re-
search since 1979 has re-examined the site 
at Mapungubwe and its sister site at K2 just 
a couple of kilometres away. Hannes Eloff 
and his student Andrie Meyer have exam-
ined much of the material culture and site 
structure, and Elizabeth Voigt has analysed 
the faunal remains and economy. Tom Huff-
man has contributed a valuable overview 
of the role of Mapungubwe in the devel-
opment of trade and powerful kingdoms 
in the region. A range of other researchers 
from UP, UCT and Wits have produced ex-
cellent research on Late Iron Age sites in the 
Limpopo, North-West, Free State, KwaZulu-
Natal and Mpumalanga provinces and in 
every case there are observable signs that 
these ancient settlements were of African 
origins, although direct links with specific 
modern Bantu-speaking peoples are not 
always obvious.

The colonial period8 has also been of inter-
est to archaeologists, although this only be-
came an area of focus from the mid-1980s 
with the appointment in 1984 of Hennie 

Vos and Gabebah Abrahams at the cul-
tural history museums in Stellenbosch and 
Cape Town respectively. They were the first 
appointments of archaeologists to posts 
which were specifically for the study of 
historic contexts. Much research had been 
done on historic architecture especially in 
colonial Cape Town, but Martin Hall, Anto-
nia Malan and Carmel Schrire and their stu-
dents saw the need to examine the history 
of the underclass of urban and rural poor 
along with the slaves. Very little was re-
corded about these people in the historical 
record, so archaeology was the ideal tool 
to obtain missing knowledge. The Histori-
cal Archaeology Research Group (HARG) at 
UCT was launched by Hall in 1987 in order 
to bring together archaeologists and other 
researchers actively interested in the histo-
ry of the last six hundred years. The primary 
zone of interest was the historic Cape prov-
ince, but a new focus launched in 2006 has 
extended this considerably.  The ‘500-Year 
Initiative’ hosted by Wits links historians and 
archaeologists and broadened the defini-
tion of historic archaeology to include oral 
as well as written testimony. Whereas HARG 
concentrated on the colonial expansion in 
South Africa as seen by the colonisers, the 
‘500 Year-Initiative’ is more interdisciplinary 
and emphasises the more distant contact 
between groups on a subcontinental scale.  
With this broader definition, historic archae-
ology now includes the study of African oral 
traditions over the last 500 years through-
out the country and up the east coast into 
East Africa as well.  

8   The colonial period in South Africa begins with the Dutch Settlement at the Cape in the mid-17th century.
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Rock art research has also benefited from 
an expanded horizon in the last few dec-
ades. The beautiful painted and engraved 
images found on rock surfaces through 
much of southern Africa have been of inter-
est since the 1870s.  Early research viewed 
them as primitive pictorial art, but as data 
were gathered from hundreds of sites, 
analysis changed to a numerical approach 
that required ever more data. A Rock Art 
Recording Centre was started at the South 
African Museum in 1967. An associated ra-
diocarbon date of 27 500 years ago for art in 
the Apollo 11 in Namibia cave in southern 
Namibia indicated an antiquity as deep as 
the rock art from the caves of Palaeolithic 
Europe. A real advance in rock art research 
came in the 1970s with the work of Patri-
cia Vinnicombe and David Lewis-Williams. 
They used San ethnography from the Kala-
hari and the historic Northern Cape to inter-
pret the images. Lewis-Williams has been 
the greatest proponent of this new ‘inter-
pretive’ focus and has argued that the im-
ages were essentially religious and could be 
linked to shamanistic beliefs and practices 
that included visions and other experiences 
connected to the trance or healing dance. 
Not all current researchers agree with 
Lewis-Williams’ explicitly ‘shamanistic ap-
proach’ and much of the newest literature 
has attempted to dissect the nature of the 
rock art symbolism, especially with regard 
to women’s roles and possible initiation 
practices. Other researchers are examining 
different traditions of rock art in terms of 
both style and authorship. There were other 

painters beside the San and some rock art 
can be linked to Bantu-speaking peoples 
and the Khoekhoe. Southern African re-
search has transformed our understanding 
of human cognitive and artistic abilities in a 
way that stone tool studies cannot. The use 
of appropriate ethnography and neuropsy-
chology to interpret rock art has inspired 
researchers in other countries to try the 
same methods and the results have made 
South African rock art researchers leaders in 
their international field. 

The inclusion of ethnographic information 
in the interpretation of rock art has also 
impacted the analysis of sites and material 
culture in hunter-gatherer studies. The eco-
logical approach, although still critically im-
portant, has been partly replaced by discus-
sions of social relations and ideologies.  Lyn 
Wadley has investigated the social implica-
tions of gender roles and aggregation and 
dispersion of foraging groups, and Aron 
Mazel has examined alliance networks seen 
through material culture and site use in the 
KwaZulu-Natal Drakensberg9 foothills. The 
importance of spatial distribution of small 
sites and day-to-day activities of foragers 
has been studied by John Parkington and 
his students at Dunefields near Elands Bay 
in the Western Cape. Pastoral and fora-  
ging communities in southern Africa were 
technologically similar and therefore their 
sites have been notoriously difficult to dif-
ferentiate. Andy Smith, Lita Webley and Ka-
rim Sadr have examined this question, and 
although no consensus has been formed, a 

9   The Drakensberg mountain range or escarpment separates the interior highveld plateau from the surrounding coastal area. TheThe Drakensberg mountain range or escarpment separates the interior highveld plateau from the surrounding coastal area. The 
     Drakensberg mountains mark the western boundary of KwaZulu-Natal. 
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broad picture of Khoekhoe society in pre-
historic and early historic times is starting 
to develop.  

A final thrust of research to be considered 
is that which has focused on faunal analysis 
of Stone Age sites. Research from the South 
African Museum in Cape Town, the Trans-
vaal Museum in Pretoria, SU, the National 
Museum in Bloemfontein and the Bernard 
Price Institute for Palaeontology at Wits has 
concentrated on animal bone and its use 
in the reconstruction of both climate and 
human hunting activity.  Starting in 1969, 
Richard Klein of the University of Chicago 
(and later Stanford University) began annu-
al visits in collaboration with the South Afri-
can Museum. Klein, his students and South 
African collaborators, have studied the mid-
dle and Late Pleistocene and Early Holocene 
at a range of sites including Elandsfontein, 
Klasies River, Nelson Bay Cave, Boomplaas, 
Duinefontein and many smaller sites in the 
south-western Cape. James Brink at Bloem-
fontein has worked at Florisbad, another 
important Late Pleistocene site extending 
our knowledge of faunal ecology in the in-
terior as well as at the coast. The south coast 
cave sites have been particularly important 
in our understanding of the emergence of 
modern human anatomy and behaviour. 
Richard Klein, Ronald Singer, John Wymer, 
Hilary Deacon, Anne Thackeray, Johan Bin-
neman and Sarah Wurz all excavated or an-
alysed artefacts or faunal remains from the 
Middle Stone Age sequence at Klasies River 
Mouth, and this has been followed more re-

cently by excavations at Blombos Cave by 
Chris Henshilwood and Judith Sealy and at 
Pinnacle Point by Curtis Marean and his stu-
dents. More about this research thrust into 
the origins of modern humans will be con-
sidered under palaeoanthropology, as will 
the work on the rich cave sites associated 
with the ancient Australopthecines that are 
the key to taking us back in time to Hom-
inin species earlier than our own.

9.3 Palaeoanthropological 
roots

Research into fossil humans started 
very early and more systematically 
than did research on archaeology in 

general.  Allied to the European system of 
anthropology, studies in physical anthro-
pology and human evolution were the pre-
serve of anatomists in the medical schools 
and palaeontologists in the museums.  The 
earliest specimen of presumed antiquity 
was the Boskop skull discovered in 1913. 
This mineralised partial cranium was as-
sumed to be of great antiquity and its large 
size associated with what were seen as San 
features suggested that it was different from 
previously described human crania and liv-
ing southern African peoples. Although the 
skull was discovered at Potchestroom10, it 
was the focus of a ‘territorial’ spat between 
Péringuey in Cape Town and FW FitzSimons 
at the Port Elizabeth Museum. The two mu-
seum directors were trying to assemble as 
many skeletons of native peoples into their 
collections as they could. The damage to 

10  A small town situated to the west of Johannesburg in the North-West province.A small town situated to the west of Johannesburg in the North-West province.
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archaeology was immense because the 
digging was done literally with shovels and 
context was rarely recorded. Péringuey and 
FitzSimons both offered cash to purchase 
the new discovery at Boskop; FitzSimons 
offered the most money, so the skull went 
to Port Elizabeth, but Péringuey met with 
FitzSimons and negotiated for the first de-
scription to be done by the assistant direc-
tor of the South African Museum, the young 
geologist Sydney Haughton. 

Boskop had more influence than it should 
have had because of the notoriety created 
by the competition between Péringuey and 
FitzSimons. It was interesting in anatomy, 
but undated and with very little archaeo-
logical context, however, the assumed an-
tiquity made it important to the museums. 
When FitzSimons discovered similar large, 
long-headed crania in the deeper levels 
from caves in the Tsitsikamma Mountains 
on the south Cape coast, he sent them to 
Raymond Dart, the new professor of ana-
tomy at Wits, for analysis. The Boskop-like 
features of these few individuals suggested 
to Dart that a whole population of large-
headed San must have existed in prehis-
toric times. Dart created the ‘Boskop type’ 
in order to represent this population.

By the 1920s and early 1930s, South African 
physical anthropology had already divided 
itself into distinct ‘schools’ at the medical 
schools at Wits and UCT and at the National 
Museum in Bloemfontein.  The passion for 
‘types’ of modern and ancient humans was 

a reflection of the importance of racial clas-
sification of people to both scholars and to 
the public at large at that time. This focus 
on race as the most important aspect of the 
study of archaeological humans did not sig-
nificantly change until the work of Ronald 
Singer and Phillip Tobias in the 1950s and 
1960s. 

Although the Boskop discovery had trig-
gered much interest in physical anthropol-
ogy in South Africa, it was the discovery of 
the Taung child as announced by Raymond 
Dart in February 1925 that brought South 
Africa onto the world stage of human ori-
gins studies. The face, mandible and cra-
nial endocast, encased in a block of breccia 
(solidified ancient cave fill), were brought 
to Dart in late-1924 from the Buxton lime 
mine at Taung, just north of Kimberley in the 
then Cape province. He spent several weeks 
carefully exposing the tiny skull and in the 
process recognised a set of anatomical fea-
tures that marked it as human-like rather 
than ape-like. He gave the name Australo-
pithecus africanus to his newly discovered 
specimen. Dart’s published description in 
Nature early in 1925 was not met with ap-
proval from the palaeoanthropological 
community and his find was discounted by 
most authorities on the subject. For over a 
decade, the Taung child remained the only 
indication of very ancient human remains in 
Africa until new specimens were recovered 
by Robert Broom from Kromdraai, Sterkfon-
tein and Swartkrans, all ancient filled caves 
in the Sterkfontein valley north-west of Jo-
hannesburg. The accumulating evidence fi-
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nally convinced the experts in far away Eu-
rope and America that South Africa indeed 
held the evidence of the earliest origins of 
humanity. By the late 1940s, Dart’s Austra-
lopithecines were recognised as human 
ancestors and Africa was recognised as the 
home of humanity. 

While the early years of archaeology were 
dominated by Goodwin and Van Riet Lowe, 
the early years of palaeoanthropology were 
dominated by Raymond Dart and Robert 
Broom. Raymond A Dart, an Australian-
trained anatomist, was appointed to the 
young Wits medical school in 1923. He had 
hoped to pursue advanced research on 
neuroanatomy, but the facilities in Johan-
nesburg were still quite basic and bones 
and fossils were more accessible. Dart 
taught anatomy as a scientific rather than 
purely medical field of study right from the 
start of his tenure. He created undergradu-
ate science courses, began the training of 
research students and started a museum of 
comparative anatomical and anthropologi-
cal interest in the department. His legacy 
was the training of generations of students 
(both medical and scientific) who were in-
stilled with an interest in human origins. 
Robert Broom, on the other hand, was a 
Scottish medical doctor with an impas-
sioned interest in evolution. Although he 
had a brief stint as professor of zoology and 
geology at Victoria College (the University 
of Stellenbosch after 1918), and had an in-
ternational reputation on the study of fossil 
mammal-like reptiles, he spent nearly the 
whole of his career in medical private prac-
tice. On retirement from his last clinical post 
in 1933, the ever-supportive Prime Minister 

Smuts had him appointed curator at the 
Transvaal Museum in Pretoria, and it was 
in that phase of his career that he became 
fully involved in the study of human origins. 
Although Broom did not train students, he 
was a frequent guest lecturer in Dart’s class-
es and it was students from these classes 
that brought Broom’s attention to the sites 
in the Sterkfontein Valley. Broom, in colla-
boration with other researchers, especially 
JT Robinson, his successor at the Transvaal 
Museum, produced a series of important 
monographs in the Transvaal Museum 
Memoirs. The number of discoveries con-
tinued through the 1930s and 1940s, but 
almost none of the discoveries was made 
under controlled excavation. 

The fossil sites in the Sterkfontein Valley 
were the preserve of researchers at the 
Transvaal Museum long after Broom’s death 
in 1951. After Robinson left for the United 
States, his place was filled by CK (Bob) Brain 
and later by Elisabeth Vrba. The sampling of 
miners’ diggings as a method of excavation 
changed by the 1960s, when more modern 
and rigorous excavation techniques were 
adopted. Brain started a series of long-term 
excavations at Swartkrans aimed specifical-
ly at sorting out the process by which the 
caves formed and were subsequently filled.

In the years before World War II, Dart was 
primarily occupied with the expansion and 
administration of the medical school in Jo-
hannesburg, but after the war he withdrew 
from heavy teaching and administration 
duties and devoted more of his time to 
research on the fossil Hominins and their 
sites. Of particular interest was the new 
site at Makapansgat. Originally brought to 
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Dart’s attention in 1925 as a source of fos-
sil animal bones in breccia, the location was 
visited by Phillip Tobias who led a student 
expedition to the Makapansgat valley in 
1945. Dart opened the investigation of the 
limeworks site at Makapansgat in 1947 and 
the following year announced the discovery 
of Australopithecine bones in the deposits. 

Phillip Tobias succeeded to the chair of 
anatomy at Wits on the retirement of Dart 
in 1959. Dart had already built a strong in-
ternational reputation for Wits, but Tobias 
extended this by increasing the diversity of 
research and generating a substantial body 
of graduate students. Tobias has supervised 
over 30 PhDs in his career, amongst them 
John Wallace, Ron Clarke, Fred Grine, Alan 
Morris, David Ricklan, Peter Christie and Lee 
Berger, all of whom have done research on 
human origins.  The growth of the Bernard 
Price Institution for Palaeontology has par-
alleled the growth in the field of anatomy, 
with research projects on the associated 
fauna and on the Hominins themselves in 
recent years under Lee Berger. Tobias and 
his senior technician, Alun Hughes, began 
systematic excavations at Sterkfontein in 
1966 that have continued without break 
until today. Ron Clarke is the current direc-
tor of these excavations, but others are also 
active in new excavations at the Australop-
ithecine sites. Jeff McKee, now of Ohio State 
University, and Kevin Kuykendall, now of 
the University of Sheffield, both past aca-
demic staff in the department of anatomy 
at Wits, have examined the taphonomy of 
the fossil-bearing South African cave sites, 
specifically at Makapansgat, Taung and the 
Sterkfontein Valley site of Gondolin. 

The discovery, excavation and analysis of 
the early Hominin sites by teams from the 
Transvaal Museum and Wits have been the 
main thrust of palaeoanthropological re-
search in South Africa, but they have not 
been the only actors in the play.  Matthew 
Drennan, Ron Singer and Keith Jolly from 
UCT explored the sand deflation site at 
Elandsfontein and reported the discovery 
of a Middle Pleistocene cranium in the early 
1950s. TF Dreyer working out of the Na-
tional Museum in Bloemfontein discovered 
another archaic cranium from the site of 
Florisbad in the 1930s, which is also of Mid-
dle Pleistocene age, although more recent 
that the Elandsfontein find. Interest in the 
origin of anatomically modern Homo sapi-
ens has also been great. Peter Beaumont re-
excavated the site of Border Cave, originally 
excavated by Dart and LH Wells in the 1940s 
and he has been able to construct an al-
most continuous archaeological sequence 
associated with some human remains go-
ing back over 100 000 years.  The Klasies 
River site on the southern Cape coast has 
been excavated by Singer and Wymer, as 
well as Hilary Deacon over the years and 
there are secure associations of specimens 
with modern human anatomy going back 
120 000 years. The South African sequence 
of fossils covering the period from the roots 
of humanity through to the rise of the mod-
ern human form have provided detailed 
anatomical information to generations of 
academics from around the world and con-
tinue to be magnets drawing scholars to 
South African institutions. 
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9.4 Major research themes in 
palaeoanthropology

According to a count by Kevin Kuyken-
dall, over 1 000 specimens of Aus-
tralopithecines and early Homo had 

been recovered from the South African 
sites by 2007.  The debate has raged about 
the classification of these specimens right 
from their first discovery and continues 
today. How many species are represented 
and how are they distributed over space 
and time?   Broom, a taxonomic splitter, had 
created names for each new specimen, but 
by the 1950s there was a general consen-
sus that there were two Australopithecines, 
Australopithecus africanus and A. robustus, 
and an African form of Homo erectus. Dis-
coveries at these sites and in East Africa 
from the 1970s have broken the consen-
sus. The finding in 1976 of the Stw 53 skull 
in the Sterkfontein Extension site has been 
interpreted as evidence of H.habilis in the 
region and earlier discoveries of Homo spe-
cies have been labeled H.ergaster. Most re-
searchers have now placed A. robustus into 
its own genus, Paranthropus, indicating at 
least two fundamental lines of evolution 
amongst the Australopithecines. Debates 
about the relationships of these South Af-
rican specimens to their contemporaries in 
East Africa continue. The announcement 
by Ron Clarke in 1997 of the discovery of 
a nearly complete skeleton (Stw 573) has 
also emphasised the value of the richness 
of the South African sites. This is the third 
discovery of multiple bone fragments from 
one individual (Sts 5/14 and Stw 431 are the 
other samples), but this new specimen is 
not only the most complete, it was also dis-

covered still in situ. The specimen has been 
exposed but still remains to be removed 
from its rock encasement. 

During the 1950s, Dart introduced his 
theory of ‘Osteodontokeratics’ or bone, 
tooth and horn tools to explain the break-
age patterns of the animal bone from the 
Makapansgat limeworks.  His model of ag-
gressive Australopithecine hunters killing a 
wide range of animals for their meat struck 
a chord in the mind of the American popu-
lariser of science, Robert Ardrey. Ardrey be-
came Dart’s advocate in a series of books; 
African Genesis, The Hunting Hypothesis, and 
The Social Contract. Although no longer 
accepted as good explanatory models for 
human origins, Dart’s papers and Ardrey’s 
books triggered a debate about how the 
bones of animals and early humans found 
their way into the cave deposits in the first 
place. The result was the development of 
the field of ‘cave taphonomy’ whose main 
proponent has been Bob Brain of the Trans-
vaal Museum. The mode of deposition at all 
the sites continues to be debated, with evi-
dence suggesting a range of accumulators 
that may have been different at each site 
and at different times. That bone accumu-
lation was undoubtedly complex is uncon-
tested, but at Sterkfontein and Swartkrans 
there is good evidence that early humans 
other than Australopithecines were active. 
Kathy Kuman’s work on the Earlier Stone 
Age tools from these sites is informative 
and ongoing.  

The volcanic sediments of the East Afri-
can Rift Valley have allowed the fossil sites 
in that region to be dated by radiometric 
means. Sadly, the dolomite caves of South 
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Africa have not been that easy to date. Each 
cave represents multiple infilling episodes 
and therefore represents different times 
and changing environments. Faunal correla-
tions with well-dated East African sites were 
done in the 1960s and 1970s but these were 
based on the assumption that the East Afri-
can species were both equivalent and con-
temporaneous. Nick-point geomorphology 
was used to date the caves in the 1970s, but 
the results were controversial when it was 
suggested that the type site of Taung was 
comparatively young at around 2 million 
years. This was inconsistent with the faunal 
dating and the Australopithecine morphol-
ogy. Palaeomagnetic dating has been rea-
sonably successful in sorting some of the 
deposits, and most recently cosmogenic 
dating for Stw 573 has placed it between 
3.5 and 4 million years, but this could be an 
overestimation. A secure dating for the Aus-
tralopithecine sites is absolutely necessary 
in order to understand the progression of 
species in both place and time.   

By the 1970s, a model of ecological differ-
entiation between the gracile and robust 
Australopithecines had been proposed 
that suggested a more generalist diet for 
Australopithecus leading to the origin of 
Homo, and a specialised hard object vege-
tarian diet for Paranthropus that eventually 
led them to extinction. The evidence came 
from microscopic analysis of tooth wear 
on the molars of the various specimens. 
This simple model has been challenged in 
recent times by the analysis of stable car-
bon isotopes from the same teeth. Van der 
Merwe and Julia Lee-Thorp have managed 
to extract carbon from the teeth and have 
shown that all of these early Hominins were 

‘C4’, indicating an open habitat and gener-
alist diet for all of the Australopithecines 
and early Homo. The analysis of bone and 
plant remains from these sites continues 
and suggests that there were significant 
climatic differences on the interior highveld 
plateau of South Africa between then and 
now. Chemistry and microstructure of non-
human bones have also led Andrew Sillen 
and Bob Brain to the conclusion that fire 
was present at the cave site of Swartkrans 
1.3 million years ago. The burnt bone from 
this site is argued as indicating the mainte-
nance, but not necessarily the making, of 
fire, an important landmark in the develop-
ment of technology.  

         
The most recent research on human origins 
in southern Africa has concerned itself with 
the rise of anatomically modern humans 
and especially modern human behaviour.  
With genetic evidence from living humans 
indicating an African origin for modern hu-
mans around 150 000 years ago, and the 
Khoesan people of southern Africa dem-
onstrating the deepest roots of all living 
humans, the fossil remains from the end of 
the Pleistocene in South Africa have gained 
new importance. Critical to this new focus 
has been the dating of deposits beyond 
the range of radiocarbon. Zenobia Jacobs 
and Dave Roberts, amongst others, have 
explored the use of optically stimulated 
luminescence (OSL) and have revolution-
ised our understanding of Early and Middle 
Stone Age sites, especially those at How-  
ieson’s Poort and Still Bay.  

This has enabled palaeoanthropologists to 
see the pattern of sequential change in ma-
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terial culture and subsistence pattern over 
the vital period at which the geneticists tell 
us that modern humans originated.  

One thrust of this research has been on the 
remains of the early humans themselves. 
The human bone fragments from Border 
Cave and Klasies River have confirmed the 
presence of aspects of modern anatomy 
over 100 millennia ago and perhaps even 
older if Darren Curnoe’s reassessment of 
the Cave of Hearth’s mandible is accepted. 
But the recent dating of the Hofmeyr skull 
has suggested that the transition to the ful-
ly modern form was not a gradual process 
and may in fact have been relatively recent. 
Fred Grine, Alan Morris and their collabora-
tors have shown the Hofmeyr skull from the 
southern Karoo to be about 36 000 years 
old, morphologically modern, but unlike 
any modern anatomical population of hu-
manity. In fact, the closest match was to the 
Upper Palaeolithic humans of Europe. The 
suggestion is that Hofmeyr represents the 
morphology of the African parental group 
that emigrated from this continent into Eu-
rope around 40 000 years ago. The modern 
patterning of morphology that is some-
times referred to as ‘racial variation’ is later 
and possibly represents selection at the 
Late Glacial Maximum, something in the 
order of only 20 000 years ago. 

Even if morphological change was uneven 
and relatively late, others have shown that 
modern behaviours have deeper roots. The 
reconstruction of palaeoenvironmental 
change at the end of the Pleistocene has 
allowed us to understand the human re-
sponse to these changes. Richard Klein has 

already argued that modern behaviours 
include the widening of the use of food 
resources and Curtis Marean, Chris Hensil-
wood and their various South African col-
laborators have confirmed this. They have 
identified the gathering of sea food as an 
early innovation on the south Cape coast 
well over 100 000 years ago at such sites as 
Blombos and Pinnacle Point. Perhaps even 
more intriguing was the discovery by Chris 
Henshilwood and Judith Sealy of simple art 
in the form of engraved ochre from the site 
at Blombos dated to more than 70 000 years 
ago. This is long before the appearance of 
art in Europe. Published just a few months 
ago is some new evidence from Kyle Brown 
and Curtis Marean and their colleagues 
(Brown et al., 2009) that the stone artefacts 
from the Pinnacle Point site had been treat-
ed in a fire before being shaped into tools, 
a sign of modern technological innovation 
between 77 000 and 50 000 years ago. 

The accumulating evidence compiled by 
Marean, Hensilwood, Sealy, Parkington 
and many others suggests that a package 
of coastal adaptations, the manufacture 
of complex lithics, the use of bone arte-
facts, pigments and engraved objects are 
markers of the onset of human behaviour 
in South Africa earlier than elsewhere on 
the continent and in the world. Although 
controversial, could this be a sign that the 
dispersal of humans out of Africa came not 
from East Africa, but from South Africa?
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9.5 Archaeology and palaeoan-
thropology in the new mil-
lennium

In January 1999, UCT hosted the 4th World 
Archaeological Congress (WAC) under 
the chairmanship of Martin Hall.  The 

conference was very much a welcoming 
of South Africa back into the international 
fold of archaeologists after the long dark 
period of apartheid. The 1983 South African 
Association of Archaeologists meeting in 
Gaborone heard a motion from its mem-
bers in support of an explicit statement on 
the condemnation of apartheid along with 
other proposals to control the direction of 
research, but the resolution was not carried. 
It is unlikely that the overwhelmingly white 
membership was overtly racist, but there 
was a misguided attitude that somehow 
science and society were separate, and also 
a fear that political motions at conferences 
infringed on academic freedom. 

The result was that some members with-
drew from the association and interna-
tional support for South African scientists 
was divided. In 1985, 19 South African and 
Namibian archaeologists were refused per-
mission to join the meeting of the Interna-
tional Union of Prehistoric and Protohistoric 
Sciences (IUPPS) to be held in Southamp-
ton. There was acrimonious debate in the 
journals and in the newspapers in which 
arguments were aired both for and against 
the academic boycott. In the end, the issue 
caused the IUPPS itself to split and WAC was 
launched in September 1986 without the 
South Africans. The fact that South Africa 
had been at the root of the debate made 

the conference in Cape Town in 1999 an es-
pecially important symbol of a new era.  

The impact of the 1999 WAC conference 
was not only political, but it has also sen-
sitised archaeologists to the place of indig-
enous peoples in the discovery of their own 
history through archaeology. The presence 
of Khoe and San delegates from all over 
southern Africa gave them a voice that was 
heard by the professional body of scholars. 
Amongst the issues debated at the confer-
ence were the demand for the return and 
reburial of human remains of indigenous 
people taken overseas during the colonial 
era. Chief amongst these were the skel-
eton and body parts of Sarah Baartman 
who died in France in 1815. The demands 
of Khoe and San activists were met in 2002 
when Baartman’s remains were returned 
and given a state funeral in Hankey in the 
Eastern Cape. 

The issue of the disturbance of graves and 
the reburial of previously excavated hu-
man skeletons has been at the forefront 
of discussions of both professionals and 
the lay public, but not all issues have been 
resolved satisfactorily. The attempt to pre-
vent the excavation of 18th century burials 
in Cape Town during the redevelopment of 
a downtown district in 2003 was not suc-
cessful, but the study of the human remains 
was blocked. This is a major loss to archaeo-
logical knowledge that has not occurred 
elsewhere in the country. Human remains 
from early 20th century Venda graves, the 
burials of mineworkers from the Gladstone 
site in Kimberley and the many burials from 
Mapungubwe and K2 have all been studied 
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and reburied, and the two gold burials from 
Thulamela in the northern section of the 
Kruger National Park were excavated, stud-
ied and reburied, all with the local commu-
nity’s knowledge and co-operation. Local 
politics in Cape Town is at the heart of the 
failure to reach agreement there and it is 
clear that archaeology still needs to make 
itself relevant to the majority of South Af-
ricans before there will be an end to such 
conflicts.

One solution to making archaeology and 
palaeoanthropology more relevant to all 
South Africans would be to train South Afri-
cans of all origins as archaeologists. Despite 
active attempts to draw in more students 
of ‘indigenous’ origin, the total number of 
black archaeologists and palaeoanthropol-
ogists still remains dismally low, and several 
of those hired by universities in recent years 
have come from Zimbabwe rather than 
South Africa itself. Building on the work 
of Mason in trying to popularise archaeo-
logy at black schools in Johannesburg in 
the 1970s and 1980s, Amanda Esterhuizen 
and her colleagues at Wits have developed 
outreach programmes including popular 
publications, and John Parkington has built 
up the ‘Living Landscape’ project in Clanwil-
liam just north of Cape Town to train local 
people as archaeological guides and rock 
art interpreters. The Wits first-year archaeo-
logy class is now predominantly black and 
the number of black students in the senior 
years and Honours programmes in all de-
partments of archaeology in South African 
universities is growing. Despite successes 
in the universities, the membership of the 
South African Archaeological Society re-

mains primarily white and elderly, so there 
is still much work to be done in popularis-
ing the field in all communities. 

The new National Heritage Resources Act, 
Act 25 of 1999, has changed the profession-
al structure of archaeology to a significant 
degree. The legislation has firmed the role 
of the South African Heritage Resources 
Agency (SAHRA), and has set the framework 
for provincial heritage resources authori-
ties that will devolve the administration of 
archaeological work to the provincial level. 
Under the Act, all archaeological and palae-
ontological material continue, as in earlier 
legislation, to be the property of the state 
and all excavations require a permit, but 
new rules have been legislated to deal with 
the sensitive issue of human burials. Where 
human remains are discovered accidentally 
or in the course of development, the age of 
the grave must be established in consulta-
tion with the police, and if it is older than 60 
years and is outside a formal cemetery man-
aged by a local authority, every effort must 
be made to trace relatives or a descendant 
community before it is removed. An even 
larger change brought about by the new 
Act is that property developers must have 
an assessment made by a professional ar-
chaeologist of the impact of their proposed 
development on heritage resources. These 
archaeological impact assessments have 
provided both employment for archaeolo-
gists and opportunities to explore new dis-
coveries for information to fill the temporal 
and spatial gaps in our knowledge. 

One important impact of the new legisla-
tion is the growth of the cultural resource 
management (CRM) section of professional 
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archaeology. Professional archaeologists 
with a minimum of a Masters degree have 
set up private companies to do the neces-
sary heritage resource assessments, and this 
has boosted the number of archaeologists 
gainfully employed in the country. But not 
all is positive. The current underfunding of 
the museums and the closure of the depart-
ment of archaeology at SU have reduced 
opportunities in the academic sector. Many 
of the museum archaeologists have either 
supplemented their jobs with CRM work, or 
have left the museums entirely. 

Of world importance is the proclamation 
of several South African archaeological 
and palaeoanthropological locations as 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) World 
Heritage Sites. The first of these was the 
combined ‘fossil hominid sites of Sterkfon-
tein, Swartkrans, Kromdraai and environs’ 
in 1999. The fossil sites, now also known as 
the ‘Cradle of Humankind’ not only contain 
places of scientific interest, but also loca-
tions of historical importance, two new mu-
seums, hotels and community social invest-
ment projects. The more distant fossil sites 
of Taung and Makapansgat were added in 
a UNESCO extension in 2005. The uKhahl-
amba/Drakensberg Park was listed in 2000 
as a mixed heritage site not only for its 
natural beauty and fauna and flora, but also 
for its spectacular concentration of multi-
coloured rock paintings. The Mapungubwe 
Cultural Landscape was also declared a 
World Heritage Site in 2003 and plans are in 
advanced preparation to create a Transfron-
tier Park in the region shared by Botswana 
and Zimbabwe. These developments are 

extremely important in the development of 
ecotourism and also in the popularisation 
of archaeology on a national scale. 

After a long period of development, the In-
stitute for the Study of Human Evolution has 
finally been launched at Wits under its new 
director, Francis Thackeray. The institute is 
planned to be a home for the Hominin fos-
sils held at Wits and will act as a research 
centre for scholars within the schools of 
geosciences and anatomical sciences and 
hopefully will also act as a focus for post-
graduate studies and the training of South 
African students in palaeoanthropology. 

The importance of archaeology and palae-
oanthropology to South Africa must not be 
understated. There are more professional 
archaeologists and palaeoanthropologists 
in South Africa than in the rest of sub-Sa-
haran Africa combined, and South Africa is 
the African leader in archaeological pub-
lications. The combination of our long 
archaeological record with its complexities 
of foragers, pastoralists, and agriculturalists 
sharing the landscape with the evidence 
of our ancient human roots in the form of 
the early Hominin sites, gives us an ancient 
heritage that few places on earth share.  
The importance of archaeology to the na-
tional psyche has been recognised in the 
new national medals awarded by govern-
ment to South Africans of note. The ‘Order 
of Mapungubwe’ displays the gold rhinoc-
eros found at the site against a background 
of the flat-topped Mapungubwe hill and is 
given to South African citizens who have 
demonstrated excellence and exceptional 
achievement in the public sphere, while 
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the ‘Order of iKhamanga’ has one of the 
6th century Early Iron Age terracotta heads 
from Lydenburg as a central motif and is 
awarded for excellence in the arts, culture, 
literature, music, journalism and sport. Fos-
sil humans, archaeological sites and rock art 
are common themes on our postage stamp 
issues. Perhaps the most important theme 
from our past that is being used to bring us 
together is the motto on the 2004 national 
coat of arms. It reads:  !Ke e: /xarra //ke,  
and means “Unity in Diversity” or more lit-
erally “Diverse People Unite”. The words are 
in the language of the /xam, a San people 
whose language is no longer spoken and 

can only be found in the note books of Wil-
helm Bleek and Lucy Lloyd written down in 
the 19th century, but the translated mean-
ing of the words is a poignant call to nation 
building. Clearly the past has meaning in 
the present, and there will be a role for 
archaeologists and palaeoanthropologists 
for many years to come in South Africa.
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