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Jacob Dlamini is a historian of Africa, with an interest in precolonial, colonial, and
postcolonial African History. He obtained a Ph.D. from Yale University in 2012 and is
also a graduate of the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg and Sussex
University in England. He has published four books: Native Nostalgia (Jacana Media,
2010); Askari: A Story of Collaboration and Betrayal in the Anti-Apartheid Struggle
(Oxford University Press, 2015); Safari Nation: A Social History of the Kruger National
Park (Ohio University Press, 2020); The Terrorist Album: Apartheid’s Insurgents,
Collaborators, and the Security Police (Harvard University Press, 2020). He teaches at
Princeton University where he is currently an assistant professor of history.

A version of this published conversation initially took place as part of a series “Revolt
from Below - Black Studies in an Anti-Black World” organized by the African & African
American Studies Department at Duke University in Spring 2021. The interview took
place on zoom and the audience consisted of African Americanists, Caribbeanists, and
Africanists. The wide range of scholarly backgrounds suggested the importance of
connecting Dlamini’s research to participants from diverse disciplines and areas of
specialization. We have since added additional questions and answers, and I have lightly
edited the interview for readability. Dlamini subsequently approved the edited transcrip-
tion via e-mail.

Before turning to the interview, I offer a few thoughts on how we might place Dlamini
within South Africa’s historiographic tradition: Prior to the end of apartheid, South
Africa’s historiographic debates seemed tightly drawn - Althusserian structuralists
debated Marxist social historians, liberal and Marxist scholars pondered whether apart-
heid served or undermined the country’s distinct form of capitalism, and the relative
significance of race versus class remained a perennial source of contention. As is often the
case, people reflecting on this earlier scholarship have occasionally sharpened scholarly
distinctions more than many of the academics writing in the 1970s, 80s, and early 90s
ever did themselves. Scholarship has blossomed during the democratic era. Perhaps with
less urgency to explain or unmake apartheid, scholars have been able to prioritize new
questions and new lines of inquiry. The net result, however, is that new schools of
thought in South Africa’s historiography are difficult to discern. One clear development
has been a turn toward biography, as scholars and political actors have used individual
lives to explore larger themes. The turn to biography and autobiography has perhaps
corrected more structurally based analyses of the past and functioned as a pathway to
reach broader audiences. Transnational history, primarily focused on the United States,
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Africa more broadly, and the diaspora in general has also attracted scholars. However, the
biggest story is the massive flowering of topics and research interests. So, where then are
Jacob Dlamini’s most significant scholarly contributions, and how might we understand
them within the complex mosaic of post-apartheid South African history?

One way to parse out the logic of his interventions is to consider the audiences he
seems to have in mind. Dlamini is quick to say that South Africans have not agreed on the
meanings of their past. He situates much of his work around these arguments, whether
directing his work toward scholars, public intellectuals, or social commentators, always
remaining attentive to the long shadow the apartheid state and its protagonists have cast
since 1994. Dlamini also directs his attention toward the democratic ruling elite, who he
reminds us, particularly in his shorter essays, had individual amily histories that were
built on political compromise and adaptation. He subtly takes issue with those who have
tried to bend the historical record to accord with the politics of the moment and who
have put forward a narrative of the African National Congress (ANC) as a liberation
movement that was generally clean-cut and praiseworthy, seemingly forgetting its messy,
contradictory past. In these ways, he resists efforts to portray the past and hence the
present in a simple two-dimensional manner, too often relying on abstract forces and
people more symbolic than real as explanatory rationales. Dlamini does not eschew the
ruling class’s nation-building projects but resists its efforts to hijack South Africa’s
history into something politically usable, thereby trying to ensure its own preservation
and aggrandize its role in South Africa’s democratic projects.

Dlamini thus repeatedly tackles “uncomfortable stories” — stories that most directly
and obviously speak to the apartheid state and its aftermath. But they also reveal much
about the workings of authoritarian regimes and illiberal democracies. To this end, he
demonstrates that the much-vaunted state was not all-powerful, relying, for example, on
Black political detainees to facilitate its surveillance. He explores the moral ambiguity and
muddied lives of Black spies who worked on the South African intelligence services. Yet
he also shows the spaces that people carved out for themselves, revealing how people
lived with apartheid and constructed vibrant, full lives that cannot readily be read as pro-
or anti-apartheid. In a sense, Dlamini fits squarely within the discipline in which he has
chosen to ply his trade. Historians generally seek out nuance and complication, ever
attempting to deny simple explanations. But Dlamini often takes it a step further, perhaps
as a result of his own disillusionment with South Africa’s post-apartheid governments.

Dlamini’s fourth book Safari Nation - the book based on his PhD dissertation - is
something of an outlier. In his first three books, he draws on his skills as an erstwhile
journalist. In Safari Nation, his past as a qualified field guide comes to the fore. In
peopling the Kruger Park with a long history of Indian, Coloured, and African visitors, he
raises significant questions about land and space and dissolves the trope of “white
naturalists” and “Black poachers.” He thus advances one of his overarching arguments
that Black people did not just live with settler colonialism and then apartheid, but always
found ways to make South Africa their own - even in spaces where conventional wisdom
had limited their presence.

By placing himself in all of his books, Dlamini has raised important questions about
how historians (and perhaps other scholars) position themselves in relation to their work.
He directly calls into question the idea of the “disinterested narrator,” stating, as he does
in this interview, that we should “strip academia of its innocence.” Perhaps it is this
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absence of innocence that has led him to endlessly explore the actions and motivations of
men who enforced apartheid’s draconian surveillance and policing through lengthy
interviews. Carefully listening to these men (for they were men in the worlds he
excavates) reminds us of untapped possibilities, especially when triangulated with more
traditional materials that historians generally use.

The interview that follows is ordered chronologically, exploring his four books in the
order in which they were published, as well as the evolution of his scholarly ambitions
and ethos.

Karin Shapiro (KS): By way of introduction, please tell us about your intellectual
trajectory, perhaps outlining your journey from Katlehong, in a way a typical apartheid
era township east of Johannesburg, to Princeton University where you are currently
teaching.

Jacob Dlamini (JD): Let me start by saying that I didn’t just grow up in a South African
township, I also grew up in the anti-apartheid movement. This is important, I think, for
explaining my development as a thinker, as a scholar, but also as an activist.

I grew up in the student and youth movement against apartheid. I grew up when
change was in the air in South Africa; when there was a lot of ferment and when we didn’t
just have to study the world, but we had to change it as well. Those circumstances
informed my choice to become a journalist, which is how I started. I wanted to be a part
of the change; I wanted to help make change happen in South Africa and to document it.
Over time I got interested in what Saidiya Hartman calls the telling of impossible stories.
Not just the conventional stories of redemption and freedom, but also those stories that
in some ways complicate the narratives with which I grew up in the anti-apartheid
movement.

KS: You have published four books all in quick succession. They are Native Nostalgia,
Askari: A Story of Collaboration and Betrayal in the Anti-Apartheid Struggle, The
Terrorist Album: Apartheid’s Insurgents, Collaborators, and Security Police, and most
recently Safari Nation: A Social History of the Kruger National Park. Is it happenstance
that you wrote them in this order or is there an intellectual progression that would help
us understand some the key issues you have chosen to explore? How do you see their
place in South Africa’s historiography?

JD: I think happenstance explains, in the first instance, my intellectual progression. It is
only when I stand back to see how the different books cohere that I see the thematic
connections between them. Native Nostalgia starts out as a polemical intervention in
a charged debate about the Black experience of apartheid. The book, whose conceptual
and intellectual foundations go back to a Masters in Social and Political Thought that
I completed at Sussex University in 2007, grew out of my growing distress at attempts by
the ruling African National Congress to deny the complexity of Black life under apart-
heid. Frankly, I was getting sick and tired of the ANC’s lazy and ahistorical references to
the “masses of our people.” Who were these masses, I wanted to know? What made them
a mass? The book’s insistence on the complexity of Black life under apartheid led to my
fascination with the myriad ways in which many Blacks (and I mean many) collaborated
or became complicit with apartheid. And that fascination begets Askari. Working on
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Askari helped me understand the arbitrary, informal and quotidian ways in which the
apartheid security services and, by extension, the apartheid state operated. That led to
The Terrorist Album. Of course, the land question — by which I mean the dispossession of
Africans and their marginalization from land ownership — is South Africa’s original
political sin. It is and has been at the heart of the struggle for freedom. But, as we know
from Cherryl Walker’s pioneering work in land restitution, the land question has been
reduced to a master narrative of Black dispossession that rests on a denial of the
complexity of Black life under colonial and apartheid rule. So, Safari Nation grows out
of my attempt to see past this master narrative and to take seriously the complexity of
Black life. This, as I see it, is how my books speak to one another. But they do not simply
speak to one another; they foreground complexity without making it the end of the
argument. Complexity is not the end but the beginning of my arguments. That, at least, is
what I hope my books do.

KS: I have often assigned your first book, Native Nostalgia, in a class that I teach on
apartheid and struggles for democracy. After leading students through the macro
context of oppression, resistance and protest, they encounter your book and it recali-
brates our understanding of “how ordinary Black South Africans lived their lives,” as
you might say, with apartheid. Students are often quite taken aback. How do you
incorporate mundane everyday life into our larger understandings and narratives of
oppression and struggle? What’s the place of “the ordinary” in the writing of history?
Do you consider your work fitting within the writer Njabulo Ndebele’s impatience with
the spectacular?

JD: Thank you for that question. I guess one way to answer it is by recalling the point that
David Scott makes powerfully in his study of the failure of the Maurice Bishop-led
revolution in Grenada, which is that scholars must pay attention at all times to the
moral content of the revolutions they study. And this is regardless of whether those
revolutions fail or succeed. We must pay attention to the moral worth that those
struggling for freedom bring with them into their struggles. And “the ordinary,” the
quotidian, is for me a productive site from which to understand precisely how this
happens — how everyday practices can constitute subversive acts.

In Native Nostalgia, I recall a world that didn’t always live in response to oppression.
The fact is that not everything that Black folks did under apartheid was a response to
apartheid. Individuals and communities created structures of sustenance. They created
moral capital. They created networks of solidarity that were not in reference to apartheid.
This is what helped bring about the collapse of apartheid. We must remember that
apartheid suffered, first and foremost, a moral defeat. There came a time when apart-
heid’s own ideologues could offer no justification for why the system should exist and
why it should persist. This is an important historical observation.

Native Nostalgia is, in some ways, an attempt to recuperate that lost world, a small bid
on my part to acknowledge that world - to remember that world of moral worth, of the
creation of moral capital, and the use of that worth and capital to bring about meaningful
change. That’s why the ordinary is such an important site from which to understand how
apartheid failed, because it is exactly in those moments where people are just living,
because they want to live, that you see the creation of this moral worth. It is in those same
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moments that you observe also how that moral worth - by which I am referring to the
meanings that individuals and communities give to their lives - led to the collapse of
apartheid by the late eighties.

KS: In all of your books, you break out of the trope of domination and resistance, though
they are always both present, and you seek to give meaning to the person. In your second
book, Askari: A Story of Collaboration and Betrayal in the Anti-Apartheid Movement, you
unpack, as the title suggests the ways in which collaboration and insurgency co-existed
often in the same person. Askaris were people who joined one of the liberation move-
ments and later switched sides to work with the South African Security Police. Of course,
how those “conversions” took place was incredibly complicated. In reconstructing Glory
Sedibe’s story, the subject of this book, you investigate what it means to be human and to
live a life under or with an oppressive authoritarian regime. How do you understand the
scholarly and ethical imperatives when researching oppressors and collaborators? How
should scholars in African and Black Studies address the flawed humanity of people who
collaborated with oppression?

JD: If there’s one thing that animates the connection between my scholarship and Black
Studies as a political project, as a scholarly project, it is precisely this question of what to
do with the body and what to do with both the idea and the figure of the human. The
point I seek to make in my writing and in my teaching is that any liberatory and
redemptive political project worth its name must start always with a fundamental mis-
trust of the body. A big part of what we have to do in effecting a liberatory politics is to
mistrust the body as a site of knowledge and of certainty about what it means to be
human. The body cannot, on its own, tell you what Black is, what white is, what straight
is, what gay is, but also what normal is and what abnormal is. One reason we must start
with a fundamental mistrust of the body is because of what systems such as apartheid
teach us. As we know, apartheid rested on many foundations — many flimsy foundations,
many brutal foundations. But there was, at the heart of it, this idea that the body could tell
you everything you needed to know about what each person must be, what that person
must look like, and how that person must act in the world.

That is one of the lessons that apartheid teaches us, that we must reject the idea that
the body, the human body, can tell us everything we need to know about what it means to
be human. This leads me to some of the work that I've tried to do with complex figures
such as Glory Sedibe who starts out, as you point out, as a freedom fighter in the struggle
against apartheid, but ends up fighting against freedom. How does one understand
Sedibe’s switch? How does one understand the motivations and the choices of people
like Sedibe? Those are the kinds of questions that drive my work.

Part of what I had to do, especially in the writing of Askari, was to make it clear to the
reader that I could not presume to know everything about Sedibe. I could not presume to
know what a Black body would act like in a given setting. I had to take Sedibe as singular,
as a unique individual confronted with an exceptional set of circumstances in which he
had to make life-and-death decisions. I had to understand, to the extent that I could, the
pressure that he was under. This is what defines my scholarship - the need to understand.
I want to understand the complexity under which individuals live, especially in a raced
context such as apartheid South Africa.
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KS: All of your work, you ruptured the historian’s third person omniscience, always
calling upon yourself and introducing yourself as author in the first person. How do you
think through the connections between personal and public memories, particularly as
this relates to African and Black Studies?

JD: This is, I think, absolutely foundational to what we might call the Black Studies
approach broadly defined. The first move that historically marginalized scholars (e.g.
women, scholars of color, queer thinkers) have had to make over time - and W.E.B. Du
Bois is a very good example of this — has been to call into question the very idea of
scholarly omniscience, to call into question the idea of the disinterested narrator, the
myth of the outsider who somehow has a God’s eye view and can therefore make
observations from a distance. We have had to do this because the myth of the omniscient
scholar has had all kinds of pernicious effects. In challenging that myth and in building
on the work that people like Du Bois began more than a century ago, we have to start
from the fact that we are ourselves implicated in the very histories we’re trying to tell.

We are a part of the very stream of history that we are trying to go against in some
places, but also trying to go with in other places. It is important in that context to be
honest about one’s own positioning. Scholars must say that “here’s where I stand, here’s
where I come from, and here’s how this informs my perspective on this particular
problem and on this particular issue.” We must do this in order to strip academia of
its innocence; we have to do this in order to expose academia’s murky corners. Academia
is a murky business and we need to be brutally honest about that. Saidiya Hartman does
this exceptionally well, especially in her exploration of what it means to tell stories of
those who are not here to tell their own stories. Or stories of those whose lives we may
never be able to recuperate, but whose stories we must try and document anyway. And we
can’t do this by hewing too closely to academic conventions, and by holding too firmly to
narrow conceptions of the archive, for example.

KS: A number of South African and American scholars have looked to each other’s
countries as a way of better analyzing their own. What do you see as some of the fruitful
crossovers and how do you bring African and Black Studies into conversation with each
other?

JD: I recently reviewed a wonderful book titled Winning Our Freedoms Together by
Nicholas Grant. It’s a remarkable transnational history of the civil rights struggle in
North America and the anti-apartheid struggle in South Africa. What Grant does and,
I think, what he does very well is to show the cross-fertilization between the two struggles.
It was not just the South Africans learning from the Americans. It was not simply the
Americans looking at South Africa with some sort of disinterest. There was a mutual
exchange through which each side drew from the other. That is how individuals such as
John Dube and Paul Robeson were able to create transnational networks of Black
solidarity.

That’s how I see the conversations about Black freedom struggles that took place
across the Atlantic Ocean. Those involved in these exchanges were not looking for any
essential truths, but for strategic truths, for political truths, to inform different forms of
struggle. These activists understood that, at the end of the day, you have to pay attention
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to the local; you have to attend to the particular so that you don’t end up collapsing the
struggle in South Africa into the struggle for civil rights in North America. They knew
that, even as you seek to advance the global struggle for Black freedom, you have to pay
attention to the ways in which white supremacy manifests itself differently in different
contexts. That’s how I see the connection between scholars working in North America
and scholars working on other continents.

KS: Let’s turn to a discussion of your archive. In addition to your prolific and in-depth
research in any number of traditional archives, you have also managed to uncover
documents like the Terrorist Album, the subject of your third book. This is an album
of 5,000-6,000 people who were deemed terrorists. The apartheid government meant
all copies of the album to be destroyed. In 1993, the intelligence service burned roughly
40 tons of materials and ostensibly all the copies of the Terrorist Album. Yet, you
found one. You have also conducted interviews with a phenomenally wide-ranging
group of people, including Askaris and previously high-ranking members of the South
African Security Forces. This is like talking to the Klu Klux Klan. Honestly, I am
gobsmacked by the diversity of your sources. I have a number of questions. I will ask
one, and then let you respond, and then come to the second and third. The first is how
you uncovered these materials and how have you gained access to the people you have
interviewed?

JD: I have to credit, or maybe blame, my training as a journalist for that. One of the first
things you learn as a journalist is that you can’t be too precious about who you talk to.
You have to be open to talking to everybody. Be prepared to interview a neo-Nazi, and to
speak to an old person whose cat is stuck up a tree. People come in a number of guises,
from a range of situations. This is, I think, an important starting point because it’s helped
prepare me for some of these engagements and encounters.

Of course, one remarkable thing about the people that I've had to speak to in the
course of putting this book together, is that these individuals are, to a man (and they
are all men), out-and-out racial bigots; they are committed apologists for apartheid.
What'’s striking here is that it’s been a lot easier for me to talk to them than it has been
to talk to people who came out of the anti-apartheid movement. This has to do in part
with the failure of the ANC government since the end of apartheid to act on the
recommendations of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). The failure of
the ANC government to go after perpetrators of human rights violations, many of
whom were identified by name by the TRC, has emboldened many of these men. It’s
emboldened them to be blatant about their racism, to be blatant about their support
for apartheid, and to be blatant about their need to shape history to suit their
purposes.

I'm not innocent and I'm not blind to what theyre trying to do in talking to me.
I know that they are trying to shape the historical record, to let history’s light shine kindly
toward them. But their voices are a part of the story and we need to hear those voices. In
addition to these men, I feed also on the scraps that the Truth Commission left behind.
I feed on bits and pieces from TRC interviews, TRC records, TRC hearings. I follow those
traces and pursue those bits and pieces that the Commission left behind. That’s how 'm
able to tell the stories that I tell.
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KS: Let me just stick with this question of oral history. As you have suggested, you've
interviewed some really repugnant people. In order to facilitate the interview, you need
to establish a rapport with the interviewee. These self-same people were part of
a bureaucracy that would have taken your photo when you were 16 and issued you
with a pass — a document that would have restricted where you could travel, where you
could live and so on, as well as registered your employment, “race,” “ethnicity,” and all
of that. I know this because your pass-book photo is in the book, not as part of the
Terrorist Album, but akin to the thousands of photos that found their way into the
album. How then do you get your head around all this and perhaps deal with your
moral repugnance?

JD: That question is both difficult and easy to answer. In my engagement with apartheid’s
former foot soldiers, I am instrumental about what it is ’'m trying to do. I never hide that.
I seek these men out because I want to hear their side of the story. I seek them out because
there are things from their past that I need explained. I go in with a studied innocence or,
more accurately, with a deliberate suspension of disbelief. I think it also helps that I have
a slight stutter because there’s something about my stutter that disarms them. With some
of them, there must be at the back of their minds this idea that “he can’t be too sharp and,
therefore, he can’t be that dangerous.” Of course, I will get them to sign the release form.
I’m quite open about what it is 'm trying to do. I will say to these men: “This is what I'm
trying to write about. But for me to make sense of this, I need you to help me understand
it.” ’'m quite open about that. I will also say upfront that, for publication purposes, “I will
need your permission to use your voice in the book.”

They will sign it. I've yet to have anyone object to signing the release forms. Even
Craig Williamson, the apartheid serial killer, had no qualms about signing my release
form. I am honest and open with them. At the same time, I know that 'm sitting in
front of bigots. I know that these are committed racists. One of my favorite informants
is a retired police brigadier who lives in Pretoria. I mean, this is a man who will happily
cook me a steak when I go see him, while going on about “you people ... you people.”
I sit there and listen to all this because I know what I need from him. I am, of course,
aware that he would never cook for his Black gardener. He would never in a million
years serve his gardener. Yet he will make me tea. One can’t help but appreciate these
delicious ironies.

KS: I have always liked the Robert Penn Warren phrase, “Even a lie is a kind of truth.” As
you have done this research, you have encountered unreliable documents, unreliable
narrators, and outright liars. How do you go about building a comprehensive analysis of
the past when the foundations are so unstable?

JD: That’s the historian’s problem, right? We cannot be too positivistic in our approach
to the archive broadly defined; we cannot act as if the archive holds all the truth we need
to tell our stories. We can’t approach the archive with absolute faith. We have to
approach the archive with a great deal of suspicion. This is where, to go back to your
earlier question, oral histories and oral interviews come in. I knew that for me to make
sense of the Terrorist Album - and that’s exactly what the apartheid security police called
this collection of mug shots — I needed more than one security police voice. I needed
a number of these voices. I knew also that I needed to start with very basic questions.
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One of the most basic questions I would ask these men was: “What can you tell about
the Terrorist Album?” Some of them would feign ignorance, at which point I would
remind them of something they had said before the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.
“Oh, but you said this, when you appeared before the commission,” I would remind them.
That would jog their memory. “Oh yeah, I did say that. I know what this is.” Others would
say, “I'm sorry, I was just a bit player. I didn’t know anything about this.”

A good example of this is Jac Buchner, a police general who’s now retired.
A fascinating man but also one of the most vicious individuals you’ll ever meet. When
I first approached him, because I'd been told by his underlings that he was the man to
speak to about the album and its origins, he feigned total ignorance. “I was just a marginal
player,” he said. “I knew there was something called the album, but I had nothing to do
with it.” Then I discovered in the archive a memorandum that he wrote in the 1980s
explaining exactly how this thing called the Terrorist Album was to work, how the
security police were to handle it. Suddenly, it’s not Jac Buchner the marginal player but
Jac Buchner the architect.

It is important to be able to go back to someone like Buchner and say, “Well,
Mr. Buchner, you said this to me but it looks to me like you know more than you let
on. How do I make sense of this?” That’s why I flag constantly in my books the question
of trust. I always raise the question of reliability. To what extent, then, can I listen to
former apartheid henchmen when I know that they’re trying to shape the historical
record, when I know that they’re trying to win through history what they lost morally and
politically? That’s some of what I have to grapple with.

KS: Just on that point, was it Buchner who said that he was rather sorry now that they’ve
destroyed all the copies of the album?

JD: Actually, it was retired Brigadier Hennie Heymans who said that. “Now we can’t
reactivate our old agents,” is basically what he said.

KS: In fact, it was a kind of claim on their history, in a way.

JD: Absolutely. But then, as I show in the book, people like Heymans have a misplaced
faith in the archive. This idea that they had all these records and that these records were
super solid and could be used instrumentally to work their magic in society, that’s
actually false. But what sustains these men today and what sustained them under apart-
heid was the belief that they knew what they were doing. They believed themselves to be
omnipotent and omniscient.

Of course, we have to remember that the security police in apartheid South Africa were
the equivalent of the political police in the Soviet Union and the FBI in the U.S. But, in
terms of numbers, the apartheid security police were much smaller than the regular police.
They were the elite within the police force. As the elite, they believed that they knew
everything there was to know in South Africa; they believed that they knew exactly what
they were doing when they were doing it. This turns out to be false. As I show in The
Terrorist Album, they struggle often with things like the racial classification of their targets.

When I pointed this out to them, they would often blame their Black victims or
informants for not knowing their Blacks from their whites. This is why you must always
question your sources.
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KS: In all of your work, you weave between the authenticity of experience and the
structural factors that shape people’s lives and choices and complicated ways of being
in their communities and societies. In a way, this is an old but enduring question of
structure and agency. It’s a key theme in Black Studies, going back to the scholarship of
W.E.B. Du Bois and I can see why you’ve returned to it with such force given the past
emphasis on structure in South African studies. Do we now as scholars risk privileging
experience too much?

JD: That’s actually a great question. The trouble with agency and structure is that if you
focus too much on the agent, the individual, you risk losing sight of the structure that
provides context for the agent’s actions; if you focus too much on the structure, you
might end up with a situation in which the individual is nothing more than an abstrac-
tion. The challenge is to keep both agency and structure within sight. I don’t know if the
Black Studies project risks privileging experience at the expense of structure. But let me
limit myself to the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which was
instituted in 1995 and sat between 1996 and 1998. The commission released its final
report in 1998 while its Amnesty Committee issued its report in 2003. There is a lot to
criticize about the commission. There is a lot to say about its approach to epistemology,
to methodology, and to ethics.

But the sharpest — and arguably the most unfair - criticism to which the TRC has been
subjected is this idea that it focused too much on the individual perpetrator to the neglect
of the structural features of apartheid. This is Mahmood Mamdani’s potent argument in
his latest book, Neither Native Nor Settler: The Making and Unmaking of Permanent
Minorities, and Joan Scott’s in her new book, On The judgment of History. Mamdani says
essentially that the TRC exculpated white South Africans. His argument is that the
commission was nothing but an exercise in the absolution of whites as whites with
regard to the structure of apartheid.

There’s something to be said for that argument. But what Mamdani misses is that
at the heart of that structure were individuals who made choices they didn’t have to
make. There were individuals who did things they didn’t have to do. Just to give
a crude but tragic example: We know of documented instances of torture under
apartheid where the torturers would not simply beat you up to within an inch of
your life, but would also burn your private parts for sport. They would do this for
no better reason than that they could. Lawyer Peter Harris documents this in his
book, In a Different Time.

By focusing solely on the structure, we run the risk of losing sight of these
features of apartheid. Of course, structure matters. Structure provided the condi-
tions of possibility for the abuses of apartheid. But, at the end of the day, we have to
be able to hold individuals accountable for their excesses. Apartheid was more than
a system. It was also people. It was a system driven by personal choices, by political
choices. We can and must hold individuals accountable while also paying attention
to the structural features of apartheid. As Sir Hartley Shawcross, the British
Attorney-General, said in his opening statement at Nuremberg in December 1945:
“The state is not an abstract entity. Its rights and duties are the rights and duties of
men. Its actions are the actions of men.”
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KS: Let me turn to this political moment and your fourth book, a fabulous social history
of the Kruger National Park, which you have titled Safari Nation and ask two questions.
First, land and land restitution animate a great deal of political and emotional energy in
South Africa today. Does Safari Nation provide a new vantage point on this difficult and
troubling of issues?

JD: You are absolutely correct that Safari Nation is about more than the history of the
Kruger National Park; it is also about new approaches to the vexed land question. While
scholars have been correct to identify African land dispossession as the original political
sin of colonial and apartheid South Africa, this has had the unfortunate consequence of
giving the impression that Africans had and have a uniform experience of land alienation
and dispossession. Nothing could be further from the truth. What Safari Nation does is to
explore some of the differences that animate African and Black relations to the land
question, and it does this by examining the myriad ways a range of Black actors —
Africans, Coloreds, Indians - engaged with the Kruger National Park.

KS: You end Safari Nation with a meditation on the massive statue of Paul Kruger, the
President of the Transvaal in the late nineteenth century before the formation of the
Union of South Africa. Kruger fled the Transvaal during the Anglo-Boer War, or the
South African War (1899-1902) as it’s now most commonly known, and died in exile.
The key point though, is that he’s widely seen as one of the fathers of the Afrikaner nation
and someone who challenged British Imperial forays in Southern Africa.

You describe his massive granite bust as a “Mount Rushmore-style icon.” It still
stands. Indeed, there is a wonderful photo of you standing in front of the statue in the
book. Why does it still stand? We are all familiar with the fallist moment in South Africa
and the removal of one statue of Rhodes on the campus of the University of Cape Town
and the decapitation of another. How do we understand the survival of the Kruger statue
and name in this decolonizing moment? Does Afrikaner iconography have a legitimacy
that British imperialist iconography does not?

JD: That’s a great question. To understand why the Kruger statue remains, we must
understand at the same time why the ANC government has yet to prosecute apartheid
perpetrators. This inability, this failure to act, is absolutely key to understanding why this
monument remains. The simple truth is that there never is a good time for removing bad
statues. You can never have perfect timing for getting rid of odious monuments.

There’s a clear lack of political will to get rid of bad monuments or, rather, monu-
ments to a bad past. But this lack of political will can also be explained by the fact that,
despite their iconic status and their relative importance to the South African economy
and political imaginary, national parks are pretty much isolated enterprises. The number
of Black South Africans who fraternize national parks has been going up steadily, but it
still is low compared to that of white South Africans. The fact that there isn’t a political
constituency made up in substantial numbers of Black South Africans who frequent the
park means that the Paul Kruger monument is protected. It is protected by political
indifference. That’s why it’s still standing and that’s why it’s unlikely to move. Couple
that with the moral collapse of the ANC. That’s another disincentive against getting rid of
colonial and apartheid monuments.
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As to your bigger question about Afrikaner iconography versus British iconography,
that is tricky. Of course, if you see it as Afrikaner iconography, it’s more difficult to move
against it. But if you strip that gloss off and say, “Well, actually, what about the white
supremacist origins and premise of this monument?” Then the Afrikaner argument
collapses. Afrikaner nationalism, let us recall, sought to indigenize itself by, in part,
eschewing the label, “settler” — except for when it sought to identify itself with something
called western civilization.

It’s not for nothing that Afrikaans is the only one of Africa’s 2000-odd languages that
has the word Afrika in it. It’s not a coincidence. There is this much longer history of
attempts by Afrikaner intellectuals to indigenize their claims to southern Africa. Our
approach to Afrikaner iconography must acknowledge this history.

KS: Where is your work heading? What do we have to look forward to reading?

JD: My current work is concerned with two seemingly disparate but, to my mind,
connected topics. The first is the history of history as a discipline and field of scholarly
inquiry in South Africa; the second is the history of white South Africans as a historical
construct. How do white South Africans come to be white? What does it mean to be white
in South Africa? These are just some of the questions that drive my new research.
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