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of being reconstructed particularly in opposition to their apartheid-era
incarnations, presenting themselves, among other things, as not racist,
pot divisive and not isolated. South African citizens are redefining their
identities on their own terms, both in relation to an emerging national
identity and in relation to other identities within the South African
 context.? This chapter focuses specifically on attempts by coloured leaders
and opinion makers to create meaning out of a previously imposed status
within the new dispensation.

Under apartheid, many people previously defined as ‘coloured’
argued that they were not ‘white enough’ to enjoy the benefits of
citizenship, and now in the post-apartheid era they claim that they are
! not ‘black enough’ to access programmes that address social inequalities.
b The Western Cape has a racial and political configuration different to the
' rest of the country. For example, the African National Congress (ANC)
won landslide victories in the 1994, 1999 and 2004 elections nationally,
but the Western Cape has always been fiercely contested. Coloureds
constitute more than 50 per cent of this province’s population and occupy
the majority of positions in the service industry and civil service due to the
legacy of the apartheid government’s Coloured Labour Preference Policy.?
- Many coloured people continued to support the New National Party until
it was disbanded in 2005, and the Democratic Party despite strenuous
attempts on the part of the ANC to win their support. The media
portrays coloured people as having been ‘bypassed by the reconstruction
t and development programme’ and as a result, see themselves as the “step-
' children of SA.* Reality argues against this perception as many senior
b and successful public figures regard themselves as coloured, or reject
the identity but are nonetheless perceived to be coloured. However,
perceptions of marginalisation persist. How has the state responded to
 groups that perceive themselves as marginalised in the new order?

"DEVELOPMENT BANK O

e ending of apartheid provided opportunities for people to self-

identify as they wished and to experiment with their identities. All

South African identities are thus in the process of reconstruction

as citizens adapt to new relations of power. This chapter examines
contemporary reconstructions of coloured identity among elites' in the
Western Cape and focuses primarily on reconstructions linked to Khoisan,
slave and creole understandings of that identity. This study draws
extensively on interviews with members of the coloured elite engaged in
public debate about the nature and future direction of coloured identity.
It juxtaposes these with analyses of political texts emanating from ruling

A rainbow nation?

party discussions around identity and nation-building. b The end of apartheid afforded people new political and social freedoms

The emergence of the ‘new South Africa’ has created new problems for BB which allowed them to determine their own identities. Stan Simmons,
communities that perceive themselves as marginal and who consequently an ANC member of parliament formerly of the New National Party, and
either agitate for recognition or withdraw from political participation. 5:'who defines himself as a ‘brown person’ explains that as a result of the

Two processes of identity construction are happening simultaneously. The L democratic transition suddenly ‘everyone is South African ... With our
state is in the process of constructing a national identity while different F 4 history we need to build a nation to improve our way of living, rather
communities grapple with their specific identities in response to the state’s & than to fight. We can differ but need to work together, not be enemies’.’
discourse. In post-apartheid South Africa, all identities are in the process - In the post-apartheid period, the nation-building project is vital for the
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constructionof aunified South African identity. Tt rejects difference an.d e.mphasiscs
similarities berween South Africans. In an address to the first sitting of the
National Assembly of South Africa, Archbishop Desmond Tutu prematurely
exclaimed: “We of many cultures, languages and races ha}ve. become one
nation. We are the rainbow children of God”.* However, this imagery has not
been as successful as both Tutu and Nelson Mandela had hoped.

Firstly, the imagery of a rainbow mak§s re.fcrencc to difference,
and especially the continued existence of racial differences in the post-
apartheid era. Coloured people commonly argue that brown dpcs ngt
appear in the rainbow, which alsq evokes the image of thc‘qpp(zls]ltes en ;
of the spectrum not meeting. Neville Alexander argues that [1.] n the Sout
African case, the, perhaps unintended, stress plgced on coexisting .colqur
strata or groups by using the rainbow image is to my way of tbmkmg
counterproductive’. He instead proposes the image of the Gariep, or
Orange River, which crosses most of the country aqd mpyes, ;13 away
from the ‘sense of unchanging, eternal and god-given identities’.

Multiculturalism is promoted as a way of c.elebrat%ng .diffcrence
and uniting the nation in its diversity. Multiculturalism maintains thaF all
communities should have equal access to resources, t.)e equally r.ecogmsed
by the state and have equal space for the expression of the1.r cultu'ral
practices.® A disjuncture exists in South Africa as coloured elites claim
that the dominant discourse and imagery of the ANC government fosters
2 national identity that is narrowly black African.” It is not Posmble for a
multicultural society to succeed when race and ethnicity continue to mark
identities in particular and unequal ways, qu where they continue to l[glay

an important role in groups’ access to political power and resources.

The South African approach to multicultural}sm imp.licat.es pe.o.plc
in subtle power relations within a framework of intersecting u.ier.mncs.
The tourism industry, which markets South Afr.lca as c’onsmqng wa
people, cities and sites affording the consumer ‘multicultural experiences,
is an example of a failing policy based on difference. Other dlmens;lgn;
of inequality such as caste, class, gender, an.d @rﬂ versus grban, w IF
determine power dynamics in unequal societies, arc sublimated in an
effort to achieve cultural equality.! Communities are cncouragec.l to
promote their cultural heritage in the name of develo.pmc?nt aild tourism-
In an attempt to draw tourists, rural areas often maintain a traditional
state in order to capitalise on their differenc.es. It is for thl(s reason that
Spinner argues against the call for “cultural rights’ because ‘the l,el?zguagc
of culture should not displace the language of power and wealth’.
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Former president Thabo Mbeki created a national discourse around
identity and power but while he attempted to construct a common South
African identity, he also continued to use the divisive apartheid-defined
identities of white, African, coloured and Indian.’* A national identity
needs to be cognisant of localised identities that ‘continue to constitute
and reconstitute the mainstream”.’* An official ANC document argues
that the concept of the rainbow nation could “fail to recognize the healthy
osmosis among the various cultures and other attributes in the process
towards the emergence of a new African nation’.’s For this reason the

g rainbow metaphor has since been discarded as a viable political tool to

unite South Africans. Subsequently, the ANC proposed a ‘New Patriotism’
that remains vaguely defined but could ultimately forge a national identity
that is South African, with an emphasis on the African.!¢ Politically this
translates into the recognition of identity differences that remain in play
| in contemporary South Africa and also recognises that those differences

i would need to be suspended for the sake of creating a homogeneous
@ nation state.

! Peter Mokoena, director in the Department of Arts, Culture Science
¢ and Technology in the Western Cape provincial government, concedes
g that ‘a collective identity ... supersedes everything’ but warns against

g the creation of a common identity that ‘trample[s] over individual and

i group identities ... Nation-building is a political not a cultural process’."”
Mokoena’s distinction between political and cultural identities is useful
in that strong cultural identities could support a secure national identity.
i However, if localised identities do not feed into a national identity, many
L South Africans would only identify as South African when referencing
i their geographical origin and fail to identify with the nation in their day-
to-day existence.

E:

Mbeki’s seminal ‘T am an African’ speech provides an all-inclusive
I myth of origin for South Africans and those who identify as African.’® His
| discourse rejects a narrowly defined meaning of African and emphasises
| 2 shared geographical and historical experience that unites people of

| this continent. Racial particularities are excluded except that they all
| combine to make us who we are. His speech, however, opens itself to
unintended interpretations based on prior understandings of the term
| African’. Under apartheid, African’ was understood to be ‘black African’
 rather than an all-encompassing term referencing a shared political
l and continental identity. Many political activists previously defined as
§ coloured self-identified politically as black or African, and continue to
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do so, in an attempt to reject coloured identity. Grant Farred, a South
African cultural studies scholar, originally from the Cape Flats but now
based at Cornell University, writes that ‘[w]hereas “full blackness”, or
Africanness has translated into full citizenship of and belonging to the
post-apartheid state, colouredness has retained its historic ambivalence’ 19
Many communities which perceive themselves as marginal continue
to retain a narrow understanding of the concept African’ despite these
attempts at broadening its meaning.

That ANC documents utilise both the narrow and broad definitions
of African in their documents complicates matters. For example, one
document affirms ‘our Africanness as a nation ... in recognition of a
geographic reality and the awakening of a consciousness which colonialism
suppressed’ and simultaneously refers to ‘coloured’, ‘white’, ‘black’, and
‘Indian’ communities as a means of distinguishing between the benefits
obtained and roles played by each group in the liberation struggle.?
Similarly, in the realm of culture, the term African’ is understood by
some coloured people to imply an ‘authentic’ black African culture. Race
continues to hold sway in common and official discourse even though
new opportunities have emerged for self-identification.?* These different
discourses have led to divisions within South African soc1ety that are
either inadequately addressed, or ignored, by the ruling party in its drive
to create a national identity.

Official projects have tried to create national pride through, for example,
the Proudly South Afiican campaign that promotes products and services
produced in South Africa. The South African Broadcasting Corporation also
exclaims ‘Simunye — We are one!” while the City of Cape Town markets itself
with the slogan ‘One city, many cultures’ in an attempt to promote unity
despite its divided historical past and continued racism. These attempts
to construct a common identity among South Africans have produced
varied results. The main problem is that the differences entrenched during
the apartheid era are proving to be highly resilient in the face of largely
superficial strategies to eradicate them. Communities struggle to come
to terms with their former identities while they try to redefine themselves
socially in the post-apartheid environment. Their attempts at rejecting the
old have often resulted in a reconstruction of the old in new terms. It is
thus evident that apartheid-era senses of colotredness continue to influence
current expressions of the identity. Perceptions that the post-apartheid state
favours Africans help reinforce coloured separatism.

Tensions between the legislated identity categories of apartheid
and current constructions of those identities continue to exist because
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these identities are reconstructed within boundaries that are familiar to
People In the coloured community, as in the case of others, apartheid-
era parameters continue to define the construction of colouredness in
a myriad of ways, drawing on past experience and shared geographies.
Apartheid constructions of colouredness merged very different groups
of people into a legislatively defined administrative category. The state
identified coloureds loosely as people who were neither white nor black.
With forced removals, the state pushed together people who would not
otherwise have lived in the same area or have mixed socially. This process led
to closer identification between neighbours and within neighbourhoods,
cementing a closer sense of colouredness. Individuals and communities
adopted elements from the state-legislated category of coloured, but also
added other social and cultural aspects to their personal identifications
as coloured. The identity was thus based on the ‘neither white nor black’
concept but incorporated distinctive religious, linguistic and class-based
elements as well. The boundaries of the legislated category proved to be
porous as some individuals were able to find ways around state restrictions
and managed to pass for white because they bore the physical and cultural
markings of whiteness.

The post-apartheid period removed racist legislation but the social
i identities built around it persisted because of the shared trauma of forced
b removals and being confined to coloured residential areas. For these
'*f reasons, strong identification with the South African nation has failed
X " to emerge within the coloured commumty Instead, old identities are

bemg revisited, leaving the impression that new ones are unattainable

¢ and limited to re-imaginations of existing ones. Through ‘new forms of
§ imagining’, it is not the 1dent1ty that changes, but the ways in which it
4 is constructed.”? This imagining points to the difficulty of constructing
i entirely new identities, even though the physiognomy of power has
g changed. The new power relations influence the ways in which people
I interact in public spaces. All identities are constructed relationally,
L meaning that people act in response to political and social realities when
they define or redefine who they are.

Citizens reconfigure boundaries of inclusion and exclusion
§ according to their perceptions of whose needs and aspirations are being
represented in government. Those people or communities who continue
, to feel marginalised on the basis of race or class baulk at the idea of an
all-mcluswe national identity, against which they feel they need to protect
thelr limited access to resources.?® In those societies where communities
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claim an insufficient level of service delivery, there is a ‘marked upsurg,
in ethnic identities among coloured and African populations’.?* If citizeng
are more likely to identify in localised terms, then it is important that 4
national identity encompasses ail those differences or finds a way to create
cohesion between groups. For many communities in the Western Cape,
a racial identity remains the primary source of self-definition despite the
removal of apartheid legislation because it indicates in social and politica]
shorthand who they are, where they come from and their cultural
distinctiveness. Apartheid legislation created correlations between race,
space, language and class, and communities who struggle for meaning in
the new South Africa continue to cling to these familiar configurations.
Jordan is of the opinion that similarity because of difference could work
well for national identity in South Africa but asks whether the ANC is
‘leaving those of our people who identify ethnically to the political wolves
of ethnic entrepreneurship by continuing to discourage ethnicity and
favouring an inclusive nationalism?’?

The state argues that those people who continue to identity
ethnically are racist or ethnicist, and aim to derail the national project.
The ANC’s return to a black or African identity has revived a conservative
conception of those identities and has returned the debate to issues of
‘authenticity’ which were found in ‘traditional’ societies prior to their
supposed cultural and genealogical hybridisation. There are no ‘authentic’
cultures and traditions because identities and cultures evolve.?® Even
imposed identities are reconstructed to reflect the daily experiences and
realities of a community and individuals, and this process could entail a
reconstruction of an ethnic identity.?” People’s reconstructions of their
ethnic and, by extension, racial identities in the post-apartheid period
point to the process of creating their own self-understanding because
of a shared history and space, and their own version of identity. This
process, however, is affected by prior constructions of identities and
the power relationships that undergird that structure, therefore the new
constructions need to negotiate a space for themselves within a structure
that still functions along the lines of race and ethnicity.

Elite reconstructions of coloured identity

Coloured elites who are calling for a new identity are not only driven by
a desire for increased access to material resources but also by the need for
political and social recognition, and healing in some cases. The process of
reconstructing coloured identity is an elite process because it is driven by
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ople who have the ability to generate public debate around coloured
'identitics. In the post-apartheid period, these elites have begun to
aestion their identities and to reconstruct their old identities in order to
move away from a negative representation of coloured identity. A process
of conscientisation has taken place, where people have become aware that
they can be agents for change in their own lives.?8 This awareness has led
to a movement to renegotiate the position of coloured people in South
& African society.

Coloured elites have, through public debate and letters to the press,
complained about their in-between identities, demanded state recognition
for the Khoisan as the First Peoples of South Africa and claimed a ‘new’
colouredness. Through this ethnographic self-fashioning, these elites
have discovered in themselves what Homi Bhabha refers to as ‘depth
of agency’.** The coloured community has never lacked agency but has
- been forced to act and react within the bounds of the apartheid system.
£ In the post-apartheid period, coloured people are no longer confined
i to the options of assimilation or countering apartheid policies.?! They
are able to choose identities with which they wish to be associated. The
media’s reduction of issues concerning the coloured community to ‘the
: coloured vote’ in 1994 showed a lack of understanding of the debates
. around difference within the coloured community. Under the guidance
| of coloured elites, people have begun personal journeys around the
questions of identity and now engage vibrantly in the media about their
1 position in contemporary South Africa. Coloured elites argue that theirs
i is not a social movement, but a process that has taken root throughout
' the community, a social process which has been adopted by small groups
' “f of peoplc in an attempt to refashion their identities.??

The process of self-identification has been painful, because it forces
people who have denied a part of themselves to come to terms with
~ painful histories. For many, says Henry Cupido, an Afrikaans-speaking

Capetonian and a leading figure in the African Christian Democratic
Party, it is a confusing process: “The brown people are confused because

E  they must now self-identify’.** Many people who have chosen to redefine
JR their personal identities are often ridiculed because they have revived
| ‘ and adopted Khoisan and slave identities which have historically been
'@ negatively stereotyped. Many coloured people have been ‘socialized by
i seeing the photo’s [sic] of ... white ancestors, not the black ones’.3

i Ironically, some white individuals flaunt newly ‘discovered’ African

L . ancestry to show that they ‘belong’ to the continent and to the nation.
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Afrikaners also tend to stress that they are African because they have been
born and raised on the continent.

The ending of apartheid has ‘significantly expanded the range and
vitality of racial significations’.® Many coloured elites consciously use the
term ‘coloured’ to show that they have reclaimed it and imbued it with new
political meaning. Simultaneously they acknowledge that coloureds may
have internalised the imposed identity and made it their own. Coloured
people now have the agency to ‘negotiate and reinterpret their mixed
feelings and fragile identities in empowering ways’.** For many elites
in the coloured community, the term ‘coloured’ is still inadequate and
problematic for describing their identities, and they have thus embarked
on constructing new understandings of their colouredness.

New conceptions of colouredness have emerged which include
historical identities such as those of the Khoisan, creole and slave
communities throughout South African history. These identities are
linked to colouredness because, to date, it is largely coloured people who
have claimed them. Mbeki, in his ‘I am an African’ speech, for example,
claimed Khoisanness as part of his identity but this acknowledgement is
not widespread in the African or coloured communities because Khoisan
identities have been denigrated throughout colonial and apartheid history.
Its reconstruction has highlighted the heterogeneity of coloured identity
which, in the past, has always been represented as homogeneous, as if a
stereotypical ‘Cape coloured’ identity existed. Many individuals who have
chosen Khoisan identities have undertaken a highly personal process of
self-definition and attachment to various ethnic or ‘tribal’ groups such
as the Damaqua, Outeniqua, Griqua, and so forth. Even though people
have come together to define their identities collectively, it is a personal
process in which people renegotiate their relations with one another in
the South African context.

Coloured identities are multiple, fluid and hybrid. Muslim, Christian,
English, Afrikaans, rural, urban, rich, poor, educated and uneducated
were grouped under the limited apartheid identity of colouredness, which
continues to weigh on contemporary forms.*” Soli Philander, a coloured
comedian, points out that ‘it is impossible to make the leap from just being
an “old coloured” to an emancipated, evolved and free person’.® This
statement serves as justification for those coloured people who wish to
self-identify as coloured despite the advent of a new political dispensation.
The ‘evolved and free person’ to which Philander refers has to be open to
different identities and different hierarchies, and be a fully participative,
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pon-racial citizen. Colouredness can only be redefined if it challenges
existing stereotypes and disrupts the power relations that have existed
among coloured people themselves, and among them and whites and
Afticans. In order to understand colouredness in its myriad expressions,
one needs to understand the positions each identity occupies.”

Gail Smith, a Johannesburg journalist who identifies as coloured,
feels that for many years she has been made to feel ashamed of her
‘brownskin identity’. Smith argues as follows:

We need to make peace with coloured identity. I need to start
celebrating the good things, to move away from negativity. In
my work around Sarah Bartmann I began to understand where
this negativity came from — this whole idea of Gam, people of
mixed blood being less than. History. I began to understand
the animosity between coloureds and Xhosa. It all starts to
make sense. I began to write, talk and celebrate identity. We
need to celebrate coloured identity. There are some wonderful
things about being coloured, I can’t explain them. It justis. A
word, phrase, song ... I resist stereotypes.*

Smith’s reference to the almost mythical nature of colouredness and
her inability to describe it speaks of an ‘essence’ of colouredness that is
found within everyone from that community. Her recognition of her
identity does not necessarily refer to a primordial identity but rather to
a space, history and experience that she shared with a wider community.
Her resistance to stereotypes implies a process of identity construction
both personal and political that can be seen in pockets of the coloured
community.

Chris Nissen, a former ANC chairperson in the Western Cape, in
1996 boldly stated that he ‘refuse[s] to be called “so-called coloured”. 1
am coloured’.#! Nissen’s rejection of the qualification ‘so-called’ points
to his reclamation of the term ‘coloured’. Coloured elites, in an attempt
to harness a collective identity for political reasons, have begun to rally
around new conceptions of the term. Recently a journalist, Vincent
Oliphant, explained that ‘Coloured’ has become a ‘magical word’ and ‘his
people’ are the ‘true rainbow people’.> For Oliphant and many others,
coloured identity is multiple and suffused with ethnic pride.

Generally, people resort to localised ethnic identities when they are
faced with a crisis.® Analyses of the 1994 national elections produced
a discourse that identified the ‘coloured vote’ as having cost the ANC
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victory in the Western Cape. This both angered coloured voters who
claimed they were as motivated as other voters by issue-based politics,
and rallied the coloured community around a common identity under
threat. Coloured elites in the Western Cape have tried to find ways to
lobby for a collective political identity through mass identification with,
and support for, working-class issues.* Political representatives such as
Chris Nissen and Stan Simmons have employed their colouredness as
political draw cards to lure coloured voters who have expressed feelings
of marginalisation since the advent of democracy.

The persistence of a coloured identity in the Western Cape is directly
related to how marginal that community feels in the post-apartheid
era. Coloured respondents in a 2005 Afiobarometer poll have shown a
reluctance to self-identify as anything other than ‘coloured’** Ethnicity,
in this case, provides a safe space in which coloured people feel they can
express themselves and maintain a particular lifestyle they had under the
apartheid regime.* Many organic intellectuals in the coloured community
were ANC activists who identified as black during the latter decades of
the 20th century. Their support of the liberation struggle led them to
deny an identity that was seen to be conservative and racist in favour of
a more inclusive understanding of blackness. Because coloured identity
was perceived to be closer to whiteness than blackness, it was regarded as
anti-African. This forced coloured activists to show their allegiance to the
Congress movement by denying coloured identity in its entirety.

Difference and belonging

Broadly speaking, the coloured community does not easily accept the
idea of being African, despite some attachment to Khoisan identities,
which they tend to define as not being black African. One finds that, in
the ‘new South Africa’, educated and middle-class coloured people tend
to be supportive of the new government and its policies, but do not
identify as African because they see the state’s conception of Africanness
as being narrowly rooted. Hence there is a reluctance within the coloured
community to identify as African or even South African.*’ It is not a
resistance to citizenship but a yearning for full citizenship that drives the
coloured community’s demand for recognition and acknowledgement.
Also, it is evident that South Africans resist a universal citizenship and
continually refer to people as coloured, black African and white. Cheryl
Potgieter, an academic and ANC activist originally from the Eastern Cape
explains:
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Whites and Africans pigeonhole and see us as ‘coloured’.
Theoretically I don’t know how we should engage with this.
Do we talk about building a South African identity, but then
there’s something lost. I do know that the ordinary working
: class person in Bonteheuwel, Mitchells Plain, and Eersterus
l says ‘we are coloured’.*®

Potgieter’s statement that coloured people are forced to be coloured
by those with whom they interact shows the limitations imposed on
that community in the post-apartheid era but warns against a South
African identity that hides the particularities of citizens’ experiences
and contributions to the anti-apartheid struggle.* As a result, coloured
people are ‘possessed of a more fragile sense of belonging ... engaging in
contradictory projects: they are simultaneously trying to write themselves
into and against post-apartheid sameness’.*® The Janus-like face of the
coloured person shows both the agency of the individual in relation to
identity choices that they make throughout their day and the lack of
choice in terms of the range of identities that are available to them.

Despite the fact that many members of the coloured elite have
embraced a broad conception of African identity, one that is as inclusive
as that outlined in Mbeki’s T am an African’ speech, continued racism
persists within sectors of the community towards black Africans and as a
result coloured elites reject the narrowly defined conceptions of African’
that still continue to appear in ANC documents. This appears to be the
result of the perception that the ANC has embarked on a project in which
South Africa was to become Africanist in its policies, outlook and culture.
In recent letters to the editor in the Cape Argus, three readers confirmed
these fears. The first claimed that ‘President Mbeki’s speech on Africanism
to parliament was the turning point. It was not to uplift the African spirit
but to impose a new brand of “black” African elitism’; another that [w]e
. so-called coloureds are not in general black or, in particular, African. So
L What/who are we?’; and the third was of the opinion that {tlhe ANC
s here to protect and entrench the rights of the blacks to the exclusion
f of coloureds, Malays and Indians’.5" All three argue that they do not fit
E  Mbecki’s description of African. For more conservative elements in the

- community, coloured identity is being threatened by Africanness and as a

f‘esult they call for a protected and defined coloured ethnic identity which

3 IS. defined in terms of language, religion and historical experience. These
| Views are being propagated by an array of organisations that sprang up
i after the 1994 elections.
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Coloured essentialists

In February 1995, a new coloured organisation, the Kleurling
Weerstandsbeweging vir die Vooryitgang van Bruinmense (KWB) was
established in Johannesburg.>? Its leader, Mervyn Ross, argued:

We are proud that we are ethnic. And once we are ethnic
and being recognized by various other people, we can also
go further and say ‘Look, we are ethnic. We have our own
language, our own culture, our own land and we want to
govern ourselves’. We are not prepared to be governed by the
white man anymore — he made a mess of it for 300 years. We
are not prepared to be governed by black people.5

Ross did not clarify who his constituency was, thus it is not clear who
he represented. He spoke as though he represented all coloured people,
which was clearly not the case. His claim to an ethnic identity has alienated
many in the coloured community who associated ethnicity with tribalism
and black African identity. The KWB has lobbied for support around
issues of land claims, recognition of Khoisan languages and protection of
their culture, and the right to coloured self-determination.* In the light
of these claims, the KWB represented ‘the most extreme ethno-nationalist
portrayal of Coloured identity’.>® Ross’s attempt to mobilise around an
ethnic identity has not garnered much support, nor has his use of Afrikaans
been sufficient to mobilise coloureds to join the organisation. Despite
many coloured people claiming Afrikaans as their mother tongue, the
English language has been a marker of status in the coloured community.
Mervyn Ross also invokes Small’s conception of ‘brown Afrikaners’ to
afford ‘our people vision, economic advancement and political power’.%

The KWB does not want an ethnic homeland even though it does
want the state’s land restitution programme to consider claims to land lost
prior to 1913. In order to do this the KWB needs to prove that brown
people had existed as a group historically, their longevity qualifying them
as an indigenous population.’” Ross cannot claim that brown identity has
always existed in South African society as it is an identity that has drifted
in and out of constructions of coloured identity since the early 1900s.
However, since 1994 there appears to have been a growing trend for
people to identify as brown. For groups like the KWB, people are born
with their identities and because brown people always lived in southern
Africa they belong to the land and are indigenous. Some coloured leaders
such as Stan Simmons and Henry Cupido refer to themselves as ‘bruin’
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(brown). Cupido and Simmons’ denial of colouredness reveals the highly

contested nature of the identity. Ultimately, the KWB’s ethnic mobilisation

in the coloured community did not succeed but it did reach a particular
sector of the community which has identified with that organisation’s
call for an ethnic politics and a coloured party to represent coloured
interests.

This dual process of engaging in contradictory projects was evident
during the election period in the Western Cape in 1994. Former United
Democratic Front (UDF) activist David Abrahams explains that the
success of the UDF in the western Cape in the 1980s had given them
a false sense of confidence regarding the outcome of the election: “We
expected [support for the UDF in the 1980s] to translate smoothly into
an ANC election victory. It never happened and we didn’t spend time
to find out why it didn’t happen’.® He argues that it was clear that the
ANC was not willing to engage coloured voters as coloureds during
the election campaign and had chosen to concentrate on predominantly
African areas where the majority of their support was situated. There
were class differences in voting patterns with middle-class coloured voters
predominantly supporting the ANC and working-class voters supporting
the National and Democratic parties.” Wilmot James explains that the
ANC lost because it dealt with the coloured community as a homogeneous
group.®® David Abrahams clarifies this as follows:

[T]he way coloured people voted ... was a combination of
fear, ethnic racial difference, them—us, representation of the
ANC that primarily represents African people. We thought
the [ANC] policies would inform people’s decisions. The
issue was not about who the National Party put up. In 1994 it
wasn’t about policies — it was about fear, ethnic mobilization
and them-us.*!

This short-sightedness proved to be the downfall of th'e ANC ‘in tl'lat
region. Father Michael Weeder, a Cape Town-based cleric and historian
of Cape slavery, explains that the ANC lost the We§tern Capc? as a
result of an ‘uncritical application of the national question’ that did not
‘contextualize’ the issues or the ‘revolution’ in those areas. Weeder believes
that the ANC’s attention to differences between its voting communities
cost it the opportunity to win over the bruinmense’ (brown people).©2
The resultant backlash and ridicule of the ‘coloured vote’ then created
a perception within sectors of the coloured community that they were
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being alienated from mainstream political life. Zo€ Wicomb refers to it

as a ‘shameful vote’.%?

The December First Movem&ent and slave identities

In 1994, when the ANC lost the Western Cape to the National Party,
many coloured political activists expressed shock that their constituencies
had voted for their former oppressors. On July 26 1995, three coloured
leaders, the well-known educationist Richard van der Ross, Afrikaans-
language poet Adam Small and activist Chris April, launched the Coloured
Forum in Delft, a coloured township on the Cape Flats. The Forum was
established to provide a mouthpiece for coloured people in the Western
Cape. It was premised on the idea that coloured identity is primordial
and should be recognised within existing political and social structures. It
was not established as an alternative to existing political parties but rather
to encourage debate within, and about, coloured communities. Wilmot
James, former executive director of the Institute for Democracy in South
Africa, was instrumental in facilitating debate both about the Forum and
coloured identity in 1995. James posited that:

[T]he Forum positions itself unmistakably in the main stream.
It was to engage with, and not erode, democratic institutions.
It purports to draw on, not supplant, the party-political
framework. It encourages introspection, self-evaluation and
self-criticism, as a way of energizing coloured people into
the main stream. The social-psychological benefits of this
approach are not to be underestimated for building self-estecem
and confidence, as the Black Consciousness Movement of the
1970s demonstrated.®

Many coloured intellectuals were of the opinion that through self-analysis
their communities would gain self-esteem and confidence and thereby
become fully engaged in the democratic process. The Forum did not
‘create a particularly vocal or popular platform” in 1995 and 1996, but it
did ‘inspire’ the formation of the December First Movement, named after
the emancipation date of slaves in the Cape Colony in 1834. The failure
of the Coloured Forum was due to the conservative politics of its founder
members. Like the KWB, the Forum’s politics were problematic because
colouredness was constructed in essentialist and fixed terms.

The December First Movement (the Movement) was established in
1996 to inform coloured people of their history and culture, which, due
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to apartheid education, was largely unknown. The Movement was to be
‘a political cultural formation’ which has as its central focus the ‘political
awakening of coloured people’5 For David Abrahams, the rationale
behind the formation of the December First Movement was as follows:

The movement originated because firstly, why did 1994 happen
in the Western Cape? What is it about the coloured community
that led to this? Secondly, what is it about politics inside the
ANC in the Western Cape that needs to be addressed? ... We
need to start putting the notion of understanding the political,
social and demographic realities on the top of the agenda in

the ANC.%

The Movement was intellectually based, and engaged with debates
on colouredness and coloured identity within an ANC-dominated
political milieu. The leaders of the Movement had been UDF activists
and supported the ANC. They did not distance themselves from it but
wished to introduce the debate on coloured identity into ANC structures.
This was an attempt to foreground the particularities of the Western
Cape within a larger debate on identity in post-apartheid South Africa.
Abrahams said that they wished to ‘demythologize [colouredness] and to
take it out of the realm of reactionary coloured ethnic group identity’.8

. The Movement attempted to create a decper understanding of coloured
| identity that was not tied to an ethnic understanding of identities. For
| them colouredness was tied to a history of slavery and shared experience,
L rather than a primordial identity.

~ For the leadership of the Movement, material benefit for coloured
people was not the primary focus of their project. They aimed to inform
people of their past in an attempt to foster feelings of belonging and
esteem. Weeder explains that ‘the December First Movement pursued an
agenda that said “this is the way we are African”. We have equal access [to

L Africanness]”. He argues that the coloured stake was ‘devalued’ because

oloured people are seen to be ‘not fully African’ or ‘not having suffered
fully’. Weeder explained that his interest in slave history motivated his role

. in the Movement because he wished to inform coloured people of their

oots and origins, which could lead to a better understanding of their place
contemporary South Africa.® Trevor Oosterwyk defined the Movement

as ‘completely a cultural organization’.”® The Movement wished to lobby

d advocate for an end to the political and social marginalisation of

f coloured people, to develop and encourage an intellectual and political
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understanding of non-essentialist culture through a politics of difference,
and to organise among coloured communities to restore their right to self:
determination and participation in the transformation of South Africa.”
Much criticism could be directed against it for promoting coloured
identity, politics and culture, and in a later document the Movement
recognises this essentialism. It explains it as follows:

There seems to be an obvious contradiction between wanting
to ‘bring coloureds into the political and economic mainstream’
and yet also in the same breathe [sic] to talk about the
‘development of a non-racial project’. My response to this is
that we have to admit, as many other people have argued, that
the so-called non racialism of the 1980s was largely a failure ...
because it never moved beyond being an organisational ethic
and principle which for many reasons never permeated to the
masses in a fundamental way.”

Weeder explains the failure of the Movement in the following terms:

December First was demonized and the biggest hatchet men
in this thing were the coloureds in the unions and the ANC to
show how much African they are within the image of Nguni
African: the African as noble and the African as pure. They
had to show how they went for these narrow coloureds. So to
show how big I am, I have to go against my own people. Pm
just saying how the December First initiative was aborted for
ethnic politics’ celebration of the First Nation in an idealized
rewritten way.”?

The ANC did not support the continued existence of the Movement
because it appeared to highlight differences between communities
in the Western Cape. The Movement acknowledged that similarities
existed between communities in the region and that racial differences
were constructed as part of the apartheid government’s ‘divide and rule’
strategy, but they opted to operate within the ANC structures which still
recognised racially based differences. Abrahams also argues that ‘the ANC
is more comfortable with dealing with ethnicity [and the belief that]
“coloured people are different™ but it fails to address those differences and
fears and instead produces broad-stroke policies that define citizenship in

terms of Africanness with which the broader coloured community does
not identify.”
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Khoisan identities

Khoisan identity has emerged strongly from within the coloyred
community, but is not seen as a black African identity. Mervyn Ross js of
the opinion that ‘[w]e were the first to have fought against colonialism;
it was the Khoisan, our ancestors. Where was the black man then?”.”s gg¢
this reason Michael Weeder rejects Khoisan identity as colouredness by
another name. It is a post-modern tribalism that is dri.ven by the impylse
of separateness and quest for purity. It looks ch? a pohtic§ of CFllmcity on
appearance and doesn’t look at power”.”® Reaching back into history for 3
sense of belonging and differentiation shows a need for people to conpect
coloured identities to what they would regard as an authentically Afrjcan
identity that predates black African identities.

Like all identities, the Khoisan revivalist movement is instrument; st
as it links the identity to land rights and land restitution, and the politjcal
recognition of its leaders by national and international bodies.”” Khojsan
activists such as chief Joseph Little, chief Jean Burgess, chief Harleen
Sassman, Hendrik van Wyk, Ron Martin, and chief Joseph Marks mogstly
argue that their movement aims to engage people in a more personal
process of self-determination. These key individuals began to debate
Khoisan identities in the public sphere in the period immediately afier
1994. The link between Africa and Khoisan identities is strong as the
Khoisan are seen to be the First People of southern Africa.

Khoisan chiefs generally do not wish to be included in the Congyess
for Traditional Leaders in South Africa (Contralesa), a body consisﬁng
of African chiefs that is afforded limited political power and recognjsed
by the Constitution. Khoisan activist John Witbooi, on the contrary,
demands that Khoisan chiefs be recognised as traditional leaders 3nd
join Contralesa, thereby giving them access to political representation
in parliament, a stipend and power at local government level.”® For chjef
Jean Burgess, a Khoisan activist from the Eastern Cape, the creatiop of
a sense of belonging is of utmost importance to the Khoisan revivlist
movement.” She finds humility in belonging to a continent and a place,
humility that is connected to her belonging to an ancient people who
always lived in Africa and therefore have a right to be in South Afric, a5
equal citizens. Many Khoisan activists wish to highlight their attachment
to a historical identity that could be traced to the period prior to the
arrival of the Dutch. It could be argued that this is a search for purity, a
purity that cannot be achieved through a hybrid colpurcd identity. I and
rights are foremost in Khoisan politics because Khoisan land rights were

121




BURDENED BY RACE

not open to negotiation as the ANC had identified 1913 as the cut-off
date, thereby nullifying many coloureds’ claims to land that their families
had lost under British rule and during the early years of the Union.

Other Khoisan identities survived apartheid, and the Griqua one
is still being practised in separate communities in Klaarwater, Ratelgat
and Kranshoek. Cecil le Fleur, chairperson of the National Khoisan
Consultative Conference (NKCC), said as much during his speech:
‘Griqua culture and tradition survived despite the regime’s attack on
Khoisan people. It 1s through our doing that the Khoisan flame burns’.#
Le Fleur explains that the apartheid government’s ‘purposeful attempts to
transform our people [ Griquas] into a coloured identity disempowered our
people. There was forced registration by officials based on phenotype’.®!
Under colonial and apartheid rule, the Griquas sought a separate existence
that protected and maintained their culture within a racialised system that
ignored their particularities and treated them the same as it did other
coloured communities. The Griquas’ search for separate development
and self-determination and, more generally, the Khoisan revivalist group’s
project, renewed discussions around ethnic and racial identities.

In 1997, the Khoisan Identities and Cultural Heritage Conference
was held in Cape Town to discuss the future of Khoisan identities in the
new South Africa. The holding of the conference was prompted by two
developments. Firstly, the declaration of the United Nations’ Decade of
Indigenous Peoples in 1995 highlighted issues around Khoisan rights
and identity, and situated debate around them in an international context.
Secondly, in 1996, Thabo Mbeki’s T am an African’ speech opened up a
debate around who is African’. Mbeki stated the following:

I owe my being to the Khoi and the San whose desolate souls
haunt the great expanses of the beautiful Cape — they who fell
victim to the most merciless genocide our native land has ever
seen, they who were the first to lose their lives in the struggle
to defend our freedom and dependence [sic]| and they who, as
a people, perished in the result.®

The ANC government’s claim that the Khoisan had ‘as a people, perished’
pushed the leadership to make surviving Khoisan communities more
visible.

Unlike the KWB and the December First Movement, the Khoisan
revivalist movement has entered the debate related to group rights of
indigenous peoples. The NKCC'’s definition of ‘indigenous’ follows the
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United Nations’ understanding, which de-links the term from native or
_aboriginal identities:

The Khoisan people say they are indigenous. That is the basic
argument about UN indigeneity. It’s not about racial purity.
Indigenous identities are mixed, but it doesn’t mean that they
cannot take on a specific identity. It’s about the principle of
self-identification.

Le Fleur talks about volksregte (people’s rights), thereby removing Khoisan
identity from the liberal conception of individual rights. The Khoisan
movement wishes to obtain recognition for language and cultural rights,
which Le Fleur claims are not protected by group or community rights.
The Khoisan do not only need protection of their cultural, linguistic and
religious rights but also need those cultural expressions to be constructed,
reconstructed and corrected before they can be protected. He calls for a
separate process through which the Khoisan could catch up with other
groups, and argues that this is the reason why they need recognition first
before they call for protection.®

Efforts to revive the language and cultures of the Khoisan groups
have emerged in the Western, Eastern and Northern Cape provinces.
Social constructions of Khoisan identities are important because the
culture has largely been eradicated through cultural assimilation into
coloured communities. Ron Martin, a Khoisan activist in the Western
Cape, explains that he is fighting the Khoi awareness cause’.** Another
cultural activist, John Witbooi from the Eastern Cape, refers to this
process as a ‘reawakening and demystification of Khoisan identity’.*
Martin calls for ‘constitutional accommodation’ of the Khoisan and the

‘restoration of [Khoisan] identity and dignity as a people’. He has played

L a pioncering role in the restoration of the Nama language through the

promotion of Nama language classes. Martin’s purpose is to show that
‘culture can be embraced by everybody’. For him ‘coloured is Khoisan’
and through knowledge and experience of that culture, stercotypes will
be destroyed: ‘we put it out there that these people are not nonentities,
cultureless bastards; the working class of the Western Cape’. Martin
distinguishes between cultural identity and racial identity by arguing that
‘cultural groups are not ethnic or racial’.

Culture can transcend racial and ethnic barriers constructed in

society. Evidence abounds in South African schools and universities,
where students from all ‘racial groups’ share similar tastes in music and
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fashion, and have a preference for the English language.®” John Witbog;
assisted with the establishment of the Khoisan Awareness Initiative (KAL)
in the Eastern Cape that promotes an understanding and knowledge of
the Khoisan groups in that area. ‘How do we decide what is our authentic
culture?” he asks. His answer is that ‘KAl is not interested in political issues,
We’re interested in language, culture, history. KAI is non-partisan’.%®

Issues of authenticity are important to black Africans in the post-
1994 period for particular social and political reasons related to access to
resources. Ethnic identities such as Xhosa, Zulu and Sotho are grounded
in historical writings, and can prove their belonging to Africa in terms
of shared language and culture. Because of its rootless nature, coloured
identity has not attained the same level of authenticity as the Nguni
cultures. For this reason the Khoisan revivalist movement could be accused
of attempting to define identity in ‘pure’ terms by relating Khoisan-ness
to a past, prior to colonialism. Kwame Anthony Appiah equates the
search for authenticity with the peeling of an onion as people try to find
the essence of their identities. He warns that cultures constantly change
and ‘[s]ocieties without change are not authentic: they’re just dead’.®
The search of an ‘authentic’ African identity that is tied to the land, such
as Khoisan identity, will not prove those members’ authenticity because
society, and the state, has not attached any value, other than tourism
value, to that identity.

Creoles and Africans

In 2002, Father Michael Weeder and ANC stalwart Reg September
launched the Roots and Visions Forum in Cape Town ‘to promote enquiry,
information sharing, debate, cultural activity, engagement with issues of
Africa, and proud celebration of our African heritage along with the full
tapestry of our Creolised culture’.*® The Roots and Visions Forum was to
be inclusive, regardless of political affiliation or status within the society
with the proviso that participants subscribe to a ‘non-racist, non-ethnicist
and non-sexist approach’. It rejected ethnic definitions which divided
people, and called for a society in which there was gender equality. The
Roots and Visions Forum’s aim was to engender debate about identity in
the coloured community to encourage it to engage with contemporary
politics and the nation-building project. “‘We use terms like “creole” and
“creolisation”, but we do not use these terms normatively where “creole”
refers to people who have multiple ancestral roots’.*! Patric Tariq Mellet,
an identity activist in Cape Town, asked the participants at the Roots
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¥ and Visions meeting in 2003 to ‘[g]o back and read President Mbeki’s
“] am an African” speech. I am also creole, the sum total of what I am,
I am not what others say I am ... The more of us who proudly say “I
am an African”, the more of a movement there will be’.*? The nature of
the debate around creole identities is not very different from that of the
December First Movement. Both analyse identities and processes related
to social change in post-apartheid society. It is important to note that the
founders of these movements acknowledge the intellectual nature of the
debate, and concede that not many of the objectives will be shared by the
broader coloured community.

Mellet explains his use of the term ‘creole’ in the context of coloured
identity, and manages to incorporate debates around who was an African
and the position of coloured people within history.

The language that developed was made up of a whole array
of languages. It was a hybrid language, a creole language,
Afrikaans, emerged from slave population. There was
contestation around Afrikaner creole identity versus Afrikander
3 creole identity. For most of the 1700s and 1800s the term
coloured did not feature. If you look at the first political
organizations, the first recorded coloured organization was
the Kimberley Afrikander League in 1880 and the APO 1903.
1 There was a period when coloured people said proudly that I
,3 am an African.®®

%‘

Mellet also argues that African nationalism in South Africa came from

¢ the coloured people. He provides the examples of the South African

- Native National Congress, the Afrikander League, and the African
. People’s Organisation, which he claims had moved black identity away
E from a racially imposed native identity towards a broader Africanness as
£ had been imagined in African-American writings at the turn of the 20th
Q‘ ccntury Mellet advises nation-builders to adopt his Africanness and not
10 ‘run away from creole-ness or mulatto-ness”.”* For Mellet, the multiple
identities found in an African context would form a part of the nation-
bulldmg project. The national naming process should not engulf minor
’. identities under a suffocating national identity, which will ultimately lead

i to dissatisfaction and increased tension within South African society.
;‘,‘

The term ‘creole’ has not been well received in post-apartheid
South Africa and has often been viewed as ‘both racist and suspect’.*®
SOmc scholars have used ‘creole’ to explain that coloured identities are
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based on ‘cultural creativity [and] creolized formations shaped by South
Africa’s history of colonialism, slavery, segregation and apartheid’ %
Zimitri Erasmus, a sociologist at the University of Cape Town, posits
that creolisation ‘involves the construction of identity out of elements of
ruling as well as subaltern cultures’ and that ‘coloured identities are made
and re-made by coloured people themselves in their attempts to give
meaning to their everyday lives’®” Again, this is an intellectual debate
which fails to gain a footing in the broader coloured community.

Many coloured people believe strongly that their ‘mixture’ occurred
so far back in history that it does not feature in their contemporary
consciousness. As a result, ‘mixed’ has new connotations in a post-
apartheid South Africa in that it denotes children born of ‘mixed’ couples.
Johannesburg journalist Bongiwe Mlangeni asks: ‘What identity do
you give a child of mixed race in post-apartheid South Africa? because
coloured is an ‘inadequate definition ... “What am I?” is the question
many children need answered without feeling they are the result of an
immoral act’.?® Here Mlangeni, like others, favours the remnants of an
apartheid-era sense of colouredness. She misses the point that in the
new South Africa, children ‘of mixed race’ could define themselves as
they choose. This does not, however, preclude people defining such a
child as coloured or ‘other’. Terms such as ‘creole’ and ‘hybrid’ hide the
negative stigmas attached to a coloured identity while signifiers such as
‘brown’ or ‘mixed’ would more likely appear in ordinary conversations
that have consciously moved away from the use of the term ‘coloured’.
Neville Alexander refers to it as a ‘cultural domain without boundaries’
in which people can experiment with different computations of identities
and cultural practices.”

Conclusion

While accusations of race-based voting are well founded in some cases,
issue-based politics have always been importantin the coloured community.
Racism does exist within the coloured community for reasons mentioned
above. However, as this chapter argues, the coloured community has
always sought a political and social home that best represents its interests.
It is imperative that, in addition to addressing material and social needs,
the state should be cognisant of the different histories and conditions of
each community and acknowledge these differences. The nation-building
project cannot succeed if certain identities are valorised and others are
not.
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People in post-apartheid South Africa are reconstructing their
identities but are doing so within an apartheid ment,] framework.
Coldured identity continues to occupy a space between whiteness and
Africanness even though it moves through a continuym comprising
Khoisan, coloured, creole and mixed people. Time, space apd institutional
structure feed into constructions of identity, therefore coloured people
still create meaning within their communities and through experiences
that are still tainted by apartheid. On a positive note, however, the group
has begun to interrogate its own constructions of itself and to debate
its conceptions of its ‘authenticity’. By claiming an ‘authentic’ African
identity, coloured people can claim to belong in South Afyica and to be
tied to the land. Constructions of ‘authentic’ indigenous identities cement
the divide between black Africans and coloureds, which peeds to be
eliminated in order for South Africa to be truly democratic,

The ANC government is calling for a national identity at a time
when specific identities are being sought. Fears of ethnic nationalism
underlie the caution against localised identities. The argument is that
in order for a young democracy to thrive, internal strife ynd differences
should be minimised. This chapter argues the contrary. In order for a
democracy to survive, specific identities are necessary so a5 to provide
individual citizens with the ability to say, “This is who I apy’ and to vote
on their beliefs. This is not a call for searches for primordial linkages;
rather, it is a call for ‘imagined communities’ to emerge according to the
needs of each community and group. Coloured people are cylture brokers
in that ‘what [they] have to offer ... in their deliberationg of identity is
the resilience entailed in crossing all types of boundaries rather than in
simply forging negotiated agreements which harmonize interactions, but
essentially allow the boundaries to remain’.!® If coloured people continue
tosearch for discretely recognisable identities, they will lose their resilience
and ability to cross the boundaries to which Simone has referred.

The politics of identity in South Africa since 1994 haye shown that
this country is still beset by issues of difference. In turn thege differences,
in the present political milicu, determine whether groups gain access to
resources and recognition, or are rendered politically or socially invisible.
Coloured, brown, Khoisan, creole and slave identities haye highlighted
the nuances within the coloured community, thereby revealing individuals’
agency in the process of choosing their individual and collective
identities. Coloured elites have managed to find new Ways to construct
coloured identities that conform to the discourse around Africanness,
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authenticity, indigeneity and belonging. The motives of clites could be
instrumental or spiritual, but they have engaged in these debates in the
public sphere that is dominated by the ANC. Steven Robins conceives
of identity reconstruction as a ‘recuperation of social memory’.'" It is a
recuperative process but it is also one through which new memories are
made and which responds directly to the nation-building project and the
call for democracy in South Africa. Sharp suggests that the reasons for
perceptions of marginalisation in the former coloured community ‘may
be that the dominant metaphors of the nation-building process have a
different meaning for this segment of the population than for others’.!?

The process of constructing a national identity that hinges on
conceptions of Africanness needs to be inclusive enough to embody a
sense of belonging in its bearers. As Mellet puts it, ANC stalwarts — their
Africanness is mine. Slave spirits are mine. Identity is not singular, it’s
plural’.103 Perhaps this is the true hybridity which post-colonial writers
have theorised. Sharp argues that ‘[cultural] hybridity involves a reflexive
awareness of multiple subject positions rather than a simple “mixing” of
tWo or more cultures’.'® A society with multiple identities will bolster
democracy unless the hegemonic identity conforms to old racialised
divisions within South African society. Various identities within an
individual that are recognised in particular contexts could provide for and
reinforce participatory democratic practices.
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