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Introduction

Philippe Denis

(School of Theology, University of Natal,
Pietermaritzburg)

Oral History is not new in South Africa. During the last
decade of apartheid numerous attempts were made to
document and record the voices of the “ordinary people” as
an alternative to a history written “from above”. With the
emergence of the United Democratic Front, a coalition of
anti-apartheid organisations formed in response to the
South African government’s repressive policies, and the
ensuing politicisation of South African society, the concept
of “people” began to dominate social and political discourse.
Radical historians endeavoured to write the “people’s
history” as a way to promote“people’s power” and “people’s
education”.! One way of reaching this goal was oral history.
“In South Africa”, wrote Luli Callinicos in an essay on The
‘People’s Past’, “|oral history] is a particularly necessary
medium because of our dearth of documents written by
ordinary people”.?

The University of the Witwatersrand’s History Workshop,
which developed the most impressive oral collection in
South Africa in the 1980s and hosted several important
conferences in which oral history work was foregrounded,®
widely shared these perspectives. With different emphases
the work of the Zulu History Project at the University of
Natal, Durban, and of the People’s History Project at the
University of Cape Town also constituted attempts to
document a history “from below”.

The representatives of what I would like to call the first
generation of oral historians in South Africa saw oral history,
as Benito Bezzoli, the editor of the proceedings of the third
History Workshop, wrote in 1987, “as a means of asking,
and perhaps answering, the kinds of questions likely to lead



