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That history is not a newtral discipline, is confirmed in pericds of grest
historical stress and change. In periods where large: masses of the
appressed Lhemselves become fnvolved in historical actions, the Hmit;lticms
of conventional academic history become even more ascute. The dominant
histerical discourse 15 unabie to prnvide answers to questions which ara
suddenly generalised as part uf i critiul and creattve upsurge on the part
of the active mass, History {5 called upon to directly service the orgoing
drive, and increasingly conscious interventiony, of the masses fn’ the

craation of the new society. ¢

The answers to the qouestions, “Hny ‘did we get herel?" “Where are we
going?, req_gfre changes - not onty 1n_the content of dominant history, or
at ieast in {ts emphases, but atso fn the methad of histary - for the
cruclat fssve becomes ome of accessihlllty. hHistcry becames mare than a
disclpline: 1t must interveme (0 pedagogy and {n politics in a qualitatives
Iy now wa}. AL the same time, th¢ very power of the historical dimension,
ftself, and the snecilflc; of Its-fnslgh__t's. may tje used to broaden the

narrowly palitical; this aspect should not be lost,

In other words, by facing the -challenges of & populer history, we can
i'immenselr gnrich history as & disctpline, tts relevarce and meazaing.
Indeed: we glve a truer mesning to history s praces., a5 a “dialugue
between preient and past", and s an active factor tn a creatfve and
questioning thrust that takes & soclety-wide form, rather Lhan 2 narrow and
elftist bent, Popular history 18 not "hack history", but provides
potential te greetl_v brLathe life into what might otherwise he & desty and

limfted endeavour.

"
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This paper loghs at' a limited msmber of experiences of populsrising and

.



teaching history, wifh a range of participants broadly active in so-called
community or extra-parliamentary politics. 1 hope ta discuss the content
of these courses as well as, more importantly, to establish same genersal

/

principles and’ methodotogy for this kind of teaching. White little
ariginal material was used in researching for the varigus courses {there
being a growing and extensive body of radical historiography which could
be drawn wpon), 1t was necessary to develop accessible resources in the
process of teaching. ? Gne of the pur.puses of this paper, then, would alsa
be ta encnﬁrage the process of resgurce production. Mare generally,
‘though, I hope to sti:ﬁulate an 1aterest and suppart for the relevance of
popularising history 't while this cannot supplant traditional academic
modes of histuric.a‘l research and detr;te. I hope 1t will become clear that
criteria of *academic excellence* are, perhaps, only secondary to the task

of integrating a historical consciousness in the dafly lives of the

oppressed majority.

THE COURSE

The central course from which 1 draw lessens was a 10-session course, rum

under the auspices of the Extra-mural Studies Department at ihe University

of Cape Town, fram Agril to June 1984, The course examined selected themes-

in South African history, c'oncentratiﬁg an economic, political and sociial
developments {n the growth of modern capitalism, There were approximately
1§ participants on tha course, although numbers dwindled to a core of about
8 to 10 peaple. They were chosgn in -consultation with lagal communi by
organisations, to ensure that there Was some consistency in the level of
understanding, as well as to ensure .that any benefits ¢f the course would
become a soclal - rather than a purely individual - asset, (This was a

central theme of the course' - that knowledge ts social property). Course




participants included youth, women, civic and trade union activists, both
" male and female, from Coloured and African areas : this diversity was a
strength in terms of course presentation and method. What bound most of
the people together ;:as a common experience of involvement in democratic

organisation over a period of time, and a feeling by themse"lires or their

organisathns that they were ripe for a more theoretical elaboration and -

understanding of the concrete experiénces which they had gained to date.
Elements, nr‘parts of the course, have subsequently baen presented in a
range of sttuations : from training 'um"ker-organisers on a CUPC course, %
a groubing of women, ynﬁth and civic activists in Atlantis; as part of a
course for UDF reglonal organise-l"s-. to a large group .of striking shop
workers; -to youth groups in Mitchells Plain. 1In al] the latter cases, the
South African history packages presented were only an aspect of wider
tralning courses, whether more or less intensive; but in all cases it was
felt that this component formed an important part of “epeniag the eyes™ and

perceptions of participants. .

.

Alls |
Why teach history in such a siteation? It was felt that a. study of their
oi.rn p.ast could braaden the perspectivgs of the participants in a number of
beneficial ways.
) .
Firstly, it was hop.ed te show that the current pos.sihitities for change
are, in fact, the norm uf society : history {s precisely slLout development
and motign, While we |might be Tlving through a particularly acute

situation, 1t is useful to see this with a longer view, History, in this

way, could thus help to place and situate participants, as products of.

prucésses - a5 people with roots. ln:thts way, too, hl.s'tury plays & role
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in shar-pening the contemporary analytical skills of course participants,
enablfng them to identify key strands or specific points for more effective
intervention.  Lessons of the past, mistakes and strengths, are wmade
subject to critical assessment $o that they may be applied to a presant-day
siteatfon, In turn, the parameters and featureés of the present may be more

keenly appreciated.

Thts s also not a purely intellectual process, but im a way develops
people's own sense of ‘comiltllent by enzbling them ‘to see themselves &s
bearers of specific traditiéns. thus as carrying historical responsibility,
There s 2150 a sense uf_p'ride 1n the very real achievements of previnﬁs
strugples of the oppressed, This tenmitment 13 strengthened in anopther, -
perhaps mors subtle, way., By learnjng.the history of the oppressad, whigh
has on the whole been hidden from them, participants develop an under-
standing of ideolooy, indesd, perhahs even an outrage: “Why have we been

1ed to 4t these years? Why have these things been kept from us?®

There 18 another lqel. too, at which ideology is Yald bare, and this s
araund the {ssue of education itself. Wistory, in most p.euplle's experience,
has heen boring and unin_spiring. F'urthar. they have been led to believe
that the fault 3ies with themselves. Mow a history i4 presented which is
.e:clting. that 1s re1evnqt and actually draws on their own \'esnurces‘ and
euperiences (as we shall see later), to provide answers to past and present
issues.  Thewry s ﬁade accessible,  Thits fs a challenge to notions of
education in which the learner is_a simple receptacle and the teacher has &
monopaly of skills and knowledge. The method of teaching history, then, s .
also geared to restoring the self.confidence and pride of oppressed people.

whom histarical forces have tended to subject and cow.



A tast aim of the couwrses, no less important, was also to use the opportus
nity to encourage particular group dynamics. [f history Cam be a weapon of
the oppressed, then course participants have particular responsibilities.
.In the Immediate coﬁleut. they need to develop skills of Vistening and to |
contribute to discussion tn 2 constructive way = of ensurind‘that their own
learning dogs not happen at the expense uf others. More generally, they
need to understand that any insights they gain are not their own property,
They, in tuﬁn. have a responsibility to assist others to learn} to pass on
their knowledge, ing to ensure thaf, in this way, thay are contributingeto

making a new and different kind of history.

HETHOD _
It s clear, then, that the method of presentation would have to be substan-
tlably different from a lecture-type sitwation, or fron a relisnce on
book-learning, given a situation where many of the learners are not highly
Hterate. Rathér. it would be necessary to establish a context of dialugué.
Enough historical materfal showld be presented to that learnert have the
+possibility of making informed Judgments : beyond that, ways must be found
to ensble the Issues of history to become the key concern and thus to allow
|;eoﬁre to decide and Judge, by drawing on thair own collectlive experiences
and discussion.
, '
An absolute prtn;fpté. then._is {nvolvement by thé.learners. themselves.
Spoken input should never be longer than 20 minﬁtes wilhout 1Intervening
breaks, as beyond that,|in any case, it is unlikely th#t learnars would be
able to absorb what 15 befng said, Then, some kind of activity, or
question;; should be set, which enasble learners Ea work an the raw materia)

‘which has been provided. This mtght:be & gama (see Appendix )3 2 set of



yuestions {e.g. why wii it & probien fir the ICU €6 hove siall huibeis of
. members scatiered over & largé himbai of faclories?); a hit of vceading
which could be done alowd in a sub-group, to be reported Dack to tiw group
as a whole in order f:o get a composite whole (e.g. 3 groups : one to read
up on taxation, one on the pass. laws, oane on’ the compounds, in order to
understand how a labour-force was created and conteolled; or readiag ep on
different campalgns of the 1950's, and thes reporting back in terms of what
grievances and what social groups were involved, thus developing an
understanding of the natioﬁal-democrat:fc struggqle).

FA. furthar principle is variety, Audio-visuals, in various forms, are often
2 most effective Iea}nlng-techniqw. These could include maps on over-
teads, which are also reproduced inm hand-outs; and the u;e of slide/tape
shows or videos. The .limits of these techniques, however, is thelr

passivity : learners still ™absorb®. :'

1t, therefore, becomes mecessary to develop activities so that there 1s a
real involvement. Games ;sssentiall_f ask peaple to transpose themselves
into a historical sitvation, and ‘then to act out‘ responses, based
perhaps on 3 minimun of information ta‘ ensurg context, This may thea be
followed up by discussion, analysis and critique. Simple ice-breate_rs play
3 role in building group spirit and apening up interest in a topic. :One
example was for peaple to stand in twa écncentrtc clrcles, ane facing
invards and one outwards, and to Iatroduce themselves to a partmer, Thay
were then given 30 seconds to ask.a question, and to quvide an answer:
"Was Jan van Riebeeck‘ a squatter?™ A whistle is blown, they move on to the
next partner, and begin again., The nolse, confusion, and humpur of the

question wake for a- cowplete break with traditional learning situations,

More seriousty, there {s an avert and rapid demystification of a “great
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wat® 10 hictory, who may row be tontextuilised and even made” Fun of. Hig

history {s not nécessarily ours.

Another important pdint. is relevance. How to show that history lives?
One lnethod_ was the use -of contemporary freedom songs, whit.h"c'ould then be
related back to the topics at hand, e.g. “Ons swart mense/seuns van slawe/
wil ons eie land terug/wat gesteel i§ van ons ouers/toe hul in dle donker
15 ... ens.” Another_might be to take a pamphlet, ar events such as
| June 16 activ.ities. hnnd to draw out from them issues which can then h‘e_
traced back - such as mass invﬂlvement, or the specific role of warkers or

students.

Extremely useful, 1n this regard, was to draw directly on the learner's own
experience. Thus, workers could explain certaln aspects of factory life,
Africans and Coloureds could compare contrals over their lives. People
could be asked to describe the {ives of their guridpa.rents and, through
this, ta reallis;e how recently access to_land was stiil 2 common feature of
many South Africans® lives. These methods expose differences -in the
situations of differen.t soclal grouwps.,  They also expote Lhe gaps In
knowledge which exist between sectors of the oppressed, oand thus a more
s:;'mpithetic approach to difficutties of bullding unity and coherence in the
past. !
This kind of approach not only makes hlstorjr mre.relevant.' by directly
relating 1t to concerns within the learner's own range of experience, but
also builds the self-confidence of the learner. They - despite their lack
of formal educetion - do'have the resources avallable to dual with complen,
theoretical $ssues. This s important:, even t‘o'r the simple reason of

gtving the learner the heart to continue with the course, and enabling



them, thus, to he;iﬁ to gain an averall and cumulative understanding from

session to session,

Indead, this aéproach was integrated right from the start of the course :
each learner was asked fn choose a newspaper article which. showed any
aspect of apartheid and how it affected people's lives. “Then, in groups of
3, they had to choose gne article for; presentation to'the broader growp, to

be presented by someone other than the person who had found the article

(encuuragin§ them to Pisten, to foces carefully, and to begin to develop '

criterla as to the relative importance of 1ssues). " As the article was

presented, | asked questions - to get expansion on particular points, or

for explanations not contained n the article fitself, Who was affected?

How? Why? Are there other groups affected/not affected '1n the same way?
Comparisons were made with other articies - for example, did an article on
unemployment relate to someone else's article on squatter removals? ﬁid
this help explain problems of education which someone eise had picked upon?
Why were squatters moved? * And so on - with the varicus issues and aspects

of apartheid being written up on newssheet. Before Tong, and with very

-little manipulation from the co-ordinétor. a composite picture,of apartheid

had been built up, in both its economic and racial aspects,

With some pride, the group of learners realised they had written a contem-

porary history, using easily available sources, History had begun to come
alive - and this particular session was then followed up with a wideo,
looking at a history of resistance. to white rule, thus 'lmedinely placing
the learner's. analysis in a larger Iiistor‘lcal context, The tession ended
with a freedom song, and the unfurling of a banner produced by UCT
students, which focused on the clauses of the Freedom Charter and the

anderlying problems it addres_sed: Different media thus reinforced each

S a——




gther, and flearning became an activity, rather than an alienating

intellectual effortt

THEMES AND ISSUES

It is cle_ar. then, that in dealing with the past, the end goal 1s not-
htstory, but rather the cortemporary. - While there might be exposure to
disagreementﬁ over interpretation (Indeed, comparisons of documents or
statements expressing different viewpoints opens wp much room for
discusston), the alm 5 not to turn the learners inta historfans. Rather
and [ do not think gne need to Ee aghamed of this - history is serving a
more partisan goal. The end-point, In -fact, is politics. Thus, the course
co-ordinator “needs & particvlar sensitivity to the political questians
which learners are facing in thefr own specific organisations or spheres of
work, The method of teaching enhances this, because space ils given for

learners to define their own problems and concarns,

Furtherwore, ihere 1s thus a cruclal semse in which the course co-ordinator
s also a learner, open to the dynamics and sttuations of the oppressed
n_ujority's 1ives, and in this way deepening his/her own understanding of
;here historical forces have bruughg us to, and¢ the particular levels of
consciousness throwgh which people interp.ret thefr own live-.
. [}

The central themes, or threads, which ren thfough tﬁe entire course, then,
are defined by contemporary demands in a very immediate way. One example
may draw out this point |- 1n the run of things, the wars of dispossession
against Bantu-speakers dre probably more central to South African history
than the period of Khoi-Khol resistance. Yéi. our sessfon gn land

disﬁossession drew Jargely on the lafter, summarising the former in a few
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sentences and in hand-outs to be read after the session, What gave impetus
to this decision was a very specific need to show that the Western Cape,
ftself, has a tradition of resistance, and thus to enable people in this
region to insert themselves into 3 natlonal dynamic, rather than simply
seefng thelr histary as a bastard appendage. It might lead to a slightly
distorted historical sense - but it builds & greater confideace in one's

awn abilities to participate tn shaplng-the histary yet to come,

What, then, were the primarxrthemes which the course intenged to bring out?
in the first place._histor§ was preseﬁted as a people's history. “Great*

figures - Jan van Riebeeck, Cecil John Rhodes - were often debunked and

their role purpasely underplayed. 1t is the role of ordinary people in the’

making of the pastl that makes ig: possihle to rediscover history as a

popular history.

Within this, their history has been a history of oppressicn. Learners
experience.their own:lives as a situation of oppression : they are entitled
to expect that history will reflect the changing .reIaEionship between
oppressor and oppressed, exploiter and exploited, Hhat.the Iéarner damnands
are the tools to understand this. Thus, the course must bring out the
manner of {dentifying social groups and the particular interests around
'uhich they cohere, This_is not a monolithic view : within bdth ruler; and
ruled there are divisions, and these change over time. A crucial component
of building unity in the present is precisely to acknowledge the differen-

ces amongst different social sectors,

History is about the particular contours and nature of the relationship
between conflicting social groups. In South Africa, this takes the form of

the dialectic between class and race oppression. History fs a powerful

e
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means for understanding this in the present. How much mora concrete, for
example, to look at now the development of passes, campounds, and land
alienation contributed to the power of mine-bosses, than 1o c¢ngage in an

abstract sociological debate about the appropriate Schema?

The 1ast major theme i;, abviously, that of resistance : not a wvni-linear
resistance, albeit & continuous and herolc history of struggle. Ilathef'.
through an 'apprupriate understanding of the social context aﬁd forces at
play, 1t is necessary to show the arduous task of bullding ualty. It has
been ‘in pertods where the masses have concretely engaged in struggle In an
srganised way, that the greatest advances have been m.de. This is a
versfon of history which makes absolute sense to learners In the pre&ent
situstion. Thelr questions relate rather to how this unity in struggle has
been bullt, to what tac't.ics and strategies were developed, and to what were
the successas and fallures. Thus, the past and theory are fintegrated iato
the present and the concrete tasks of changing the reality which has
removed from t.'he oppressed their rulelas historical actors, as subjects

rather than objects of history.

PROBLENS

The above sections have drawn out some lessons and experiences of teaching
& popular hist;ry. It would be ridiculqus to claim that in practice, and
for all partictpanta. the {deal goals were'achievéﬁ. The shrinking in
numbeﬁrs af peaple on the course points to one immediate problem, Beyond
that, ft was difficult. to maintain a consistency of .peuple through all
sessions.  Problems crapped up at home, organisatfona) duties called, or
learners 'gut bored, - For some, particuhrly/'from African townships,

language was a problem, Participatian by a1} on the ‘course was uneven,

e *
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Growp pressure, assessment within the programme, and a constant stress om

discipline, were only partially ways of overcoming these difficulties,

The course taid great stress on the responsibility of having knowledge, the
need to pass on to cothers what had been acquired. In some cases, the
growing self-confidence of learners was apparent, and i€ was surprising how
quickly organisations reported a qgreater invalvement and enthusiasm.
Others spoke of arguments -at work, for example, where their learning
experiences rapidly fouﬁd practical appltication in tﬁeir fnteraction with a
‘wider circle. Yet, in masé cases, there was no inbuilt means of assessing
the benefits ﬁained-from‘tﬁe course  (outslde of actual contribution within
sessfons). In short, it would be wseful in develop more adequate follow-up

mechanisms,

1n the medium-term, too, there was ﬁo real attempt to deepen and extend the
insights which learners might have gained, Materials were distributed,
reference.uas made to books, articles, popular publications - but learners
would have to find their own way into a deeper and quoin% Interest in the

historical issues which had been raised during the course,

.Popularising history ¥s not simply a matter of simplifying issues, or of
writing in a more straight-forward language. A knowledge of avaiaable
resources and previous experiences may assist. Yet, there are few places
where these positive aspects are accumulated, assessed, sifted and
developed. 1 was able to draw on the insights of an Brganisation such as
ERIC (Education Resource and [nformation Centre), Yet, at the time of
presenting the initial course, 1 did not make sufficient attempt to store
materials and programmes, nor to make detailed notes on responses of course

oartlcihants and the nature of discussions. The aéademic who wishes to
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popularise his or her craft cannct evade this responsibility, One 15 not
Just bullding the fumed{ ate understanding of learners, btut making 2 more
general contribution to Lhe development of & capaclty for a relevant and
-dynamic peup.le's edl:n:atfun. This must include an explicit contribution to
bullding appropriate mediums and agencies which cam sto}e' the lessons
gailned. Otherwise, one {s reproducing a situation which the course content
and method contradict, in which the academic/co-ordinator maintaiﬁs
unaecessary power through his or her own, individualistic Huld on the
coursas presented,’ : ' ..
CONCLUSION

History 5 a powerfyl weapon in the fiands of the oppressed. As histurhns,
we have much” to learn by eatending the sphere of a;cur traditional involve-
ment, Ex‘pupular!sinvg history, by playing a creative role in the
development of a tradition which makes history accéssihle to the masses who
are not vemoved from their own past, we vitdlly enrich the discipline
within which h'e operate. By contributing to a situation whera, on the
uidest'possihie level, people have understood themselves hotter, we play a
part in allawing Mistory to be consclously made. TYhus, w: enrich not just
3 discipline, but our own future,

1



