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This is a good book, recommended for read‐
ers  aged  12-16  (grades  7-10)  researching  South
Africa's  past  and  current  affairs.  It  presents  a
straightforward introductory analysis of the histo‐
ry of the conflict and transition in a clear and in‐
teresting manner. Visual attention is drawn to ev‐
ery page-spread in a different way--either through
photographs  worthy  of  discussion,  relevant  his‐
torical illustrations, extracts from the text, or sto‐
ries  which  touch  tangentially  on  the  text  and
bring it to life. It is a concisely written book and is
slim in size, but it contains a fair amount of detail
in the attempt at a production of an unbiased and
objective  narrative  of  the  transitional  crisis  in
South Africa. The text is divided into three news‐
paper-style columns, which make for quick scan‐
ning and an easy means to grasp the primary is‐
sues being discussed. 

The book opens with a glossary of terms. It is
understood that the phrases explained here have
mainly to do with conflict issues, but it would per‐
haps  have  been  more  significant  if  indigenous
words had also been supplied here, maybe includ‐
ing their phonetic orientation. One who is not fa‐

miliar with South Africa as such, but who is study‐
ing  worldwide  conflict  in  general,  may  under‐
stand the concept of amnesty or guerrilla tactics,
but may remain foreign to Umkhonto we Sizwe
(also known as MK) or Inkatha as terms as well as
concepts. 

There is an introduction to the series and the
ideas behind it, followed by an introduction to the
text,  which  contains  basic  background informa‐
tion about South Africa. Thereafter the book is di‐
vided into five chapters which in turn are subdi‐
vided into different areas of focus, breaking the
reading  of  the  text  into  small  more  easily  di‐
gestible sections. The chapters begin with an over‐
view on South African current  affairs  and then
take historical steps back to consider the past and
how this  situation has evolved over a period of
close to five hundred years, up until today. 

In  the introduction,  the  reader  is  presented
with the basic dichotomies of the country, briefly
touching on the history of the conflict, the geogra‐
phy and people of  the land in terms of  the dis‐
crepancies  regarding  race,  the  languages  issue,
and  the  ethnic  conflicts.  It  also  considers  how



apartheid has affected mainstream South African
existence through the Group Areas Act, the estab‐
lishment  of  "homelands"  and  the  economy. The
chapter concludes with a brief explanation on the
demise of apartheid and how incipient democracy
is working, so far. 

The first chapter of the book begins at Man‐
dela's  inauguration  as  President  in  1994.  It  dis‐
cusses the multivalent ways in which crime has
disrupted the country--looking at  problem areas
as diverse as education and detention without tri‐
al. The second and subsequent chapters follow a
chronological  exploration  of  the  South  African
narrative up until 1997. Each chapter represents a
mixed approach to the country, balancing its posi‐
tive with its negative points. 

Geographically,  South  Africa  is  accurately
contextualised. Attention is drawn to the ways in
which  the  land  has  been  divided  up  over  the
years into different provinces and earlier, "home‐
lands."  There  is  however,  an  inconsistency  of
naming in the case of Mpumalanga which is re‐
ferred to as the Eastern Transvaal,  its name be‐
fore the current changes were implemented. The
changing  of  institutions'  purposes  as  with  the
changing of their names is significant in the re‐
dressing  of  past  imbalances.  Robben  Island  is
mentioned--but not the fact that the institution it‐
self,  previously  a  jail  for  political  prisoners,  is
now recast as a museum. 

An error occurs in the citing of twelve official
languages and in enumerating them. This is a lit‐
tle misleading as it gives rather a hotchpotch idea
of the kind of populace to which the country is di‐
recting itself. The eleven official languages are Se‐
pedi,  Sesotho,  Setswana,  Siswati,  Tshivenda,  Xit‐
songa,  Afrikaans,  English,  isiNdebele,  isiXhosa
and isiZulu.  The  subsidiary  unofficial  languages
which play a role in South African media and edu‐
cation are Sign Language,  Khoi,  Nama and San,
German,  Greek,  Gujarati,  Hindi,  Portuguese,
Tamil, Telegu, Urdu, Arabic, Hebrew and Sanskrit
and other languages catering to religious needs.

Also  under  the  general  theme  of  language,  the
term Voortrek as a translation for the Great Trek
arises.  This is  more accurately translated as Die
Groot Trek. 

There are a couple of discrepancies with re‐
gard to cultural or ethnic description. In the sec‐
ond chapter which details the history of the coun‐
try,  Kizilos  mentions  a  people  called  the
"Khoisan." The Khoi and the San are indeed two
completely separate ethnic denominations. 

The IFP/ANC conflict is pivotal to much inter‐
nal and civil warfare in this country. It is touched
upon very briefly in the introduction and is not
mentioned again in the text. Rather, the results of
the  conflict  and  the  numbers  of  people  killed
draws attention in the first chapter. The roots of
this problem could perhaps have had more atten‐
tion. 

Together with the complexity of the situation,
there  is  a  diversity  of  approaches  articulated
within and by the tiny minority groups as well as
the very large ones. Kizilos does tend to overlook
these subtleties which are fairly significant for an
accurate understanding of the complicated work‐
ings of the South African socio-political structures.

One example is that the white populace seems
to  be  quite  cleanly  divided  into  English  and
Afrikaans  descendants.  A  lot  of  people  came to
South  Africa  from  Europe  that  are  being  over‐
looked here. A number of these people emigrated
to South Africa upon the discovery of gold and di‐
amonds,  and  a  fair  proportion  came  as  Second
World War refugees. 

Another area that could be redressed occurs
where  it  becomes  understandable  that  whites
took a common biased stance against blacks. This
is  an oversimplification and the student's  atten‐
tion should be drawn to the individual local white
South  African  activists  that  fought  against
apartheid for many years,  people like Joe Slovo,
Helen Suzman, Helen Joseph, among others. 
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Before the body of the text opens, images of
the main players in the conflict, and short blurbs
regarding  their  political  stances,  are  given.  The
flags of the primary political parties of the coun‐
try  are  shown,  but  not  the  national  flag,  which
only appears in the text in photographic footage.
Given that the controversy surrounding the nec‐
essary decisions to be taken regarding a new flag
were as bitter and interesting as the language de‐
bate, this could have perhaps been mentioned, al‐
beit perhaps tangentially. 

It is also noteworthy and very interesting to
see that some of the photographs presented in this
book are not ones that were freely made available
through the  media  or  elsewhere  to  mainstream
South Africans. This is remarkable in terms of the
censorship of the media in South Africa for a long
period during the time when apartheid was most
prevalent. Kizilos does, however make mention of
the fact that the teaching of South African history
to South African scholars was heavily biased dur‐
ing the apartheid years. 

The  book  concludes  with  an  epilogue,  fore‐
grounding the fact that the information presented
is not a final statement on the status quo of the
country. Kizilos backs this up by supplying a num‐
ber of useful and relevant website- and newspa‐
per resources which can be consulted for up-to-
the-minute  updates  on  the  situation  in  South
Africa. A chronology and bibliography also form
relevant elements to the closing pages of the text.
The former gives a relatively detailed breakdown
of important events, and the latter comprises both
publications and video-productions on the situa‐
tion in the country. 

Kizilos has realized a competent presentation
of a difficult set of problems which will be of val‐
ue to the beginner researcher into the area. This
is also an excellent idea for a series of texts, giving
life and meaning to issues that may arise in the
media, which one only comes to from a particular
angle--or  from  a  particular  development  in  the
conflict. 

Copyright  (c)  1999  by  H-Net,  all  rights  re‐
served.  This  work may be copied for  non-profit
educational use if proper credit is given to the au‐
thor and the list. For other permission, please con‐
tact H-Net@h-net.msu.edu. 
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-afrteach 
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