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Introduction

South African historiography has changed profoundly over the past four decades. While the historiographical frameworks established by Floris van Jaarsveld, Ken Smith and Christopher Saunders long shaped the teaching and understanding of the country’s historiographical traditions, the discipline has since expanded beyond debates centred primarily on liberal, radical and nationalist interpretations. Since 1994, South African historical scholarship has become characterised by thematic diversification, methodological pluralism and sustained engagement with international historiographical developments. The resulting breadth of scholarship has rendered any single overarching categorisation increasingly difficult, creating the need for renewed historiographical reflection. Writing South African History: Trends and Retrospect, edited by Elize S. van Eeden, explicitly presents itself as an attempt to meet that need.

Discussion

Van Eeden’s introductory chapter serves as the conceptual foundation of the volume by proposing a particular interpretation of the evolution of South African historiography. It reconstructs the discipline’s development from the mid-20th century to the present, emphasising changing intellectual influences, methodological developments and the expansion of historical enquiry. More significantly, the chapter establishes the editorial logic that structures the remainder of the collection. By organising the volume around specialised historiographical fields instead of the ideological schools that dominated much of the 20th century, Van Eeden implicitly proposes a different way of conceptualising contemporary South African historiography. The significance of the volume therefore lies not only in the quality of its individual chapters, but also in whether this organising framework offers a persuasive interpretation of the discipline’s evolution. To assess this proposition, the review considers the volume through four broad thematic groupings.

The first substantive section examines the historiography of South Africa’s earliest historical subjects. Rather than beginning with colonial settlement or 20th century political debates, the chapters by Jeff Peires, Jared McDonald, Nigel Worden, Gerald Groenewald, and Carolyn Hamilton and John Wright foreground indigenous societies, colonial encounters, slavery and oral historical traditions, thereby repositioning these historiographies within broader understandings of the discipline’s development. Although each chapter focuses on a distinct historical field, they share a concern with tracing the evolution of historical scholarship instead of simply surveying historical events. Peires and McDonald trace how indigenous African, San and Khoekhoe histories have moved from the historiographical margins towards increasingly sophisticated fields of enquiry. Worden illustrates the substantial reinterpretation of early Cape historiography, while Groenewald shows how slavery studies have developed into a mature historiographical tradition. Hamilton and Wright conclude the section by broadening the discussion further through an examination of oral historical traditions and the historiographical challenges associated with historical knowledge beyond written sources.

These contributions constitute one of the most coherent sections of the volume. Beyond recovering neglected historical subjects, the chapters demonstrate the extent to which scholarship on South Africa’s earliest past has itself become sophisticated, differentiated and methodologically nuanced. Particularly noteworthy is the way in which established fields such as early Cape historiography and slavery studies are presented not as static bodies of knowledge, but as evolving historiographical traditions. As an opening section, these chapters successfully establish both the scope and the maturity of historical scholarship on South Africa’s earliest historiographies.

The second thematic section broadens the volume’s historiographical scope by examining the historical writing on two important South African communities. Goolam Vahed traces the evolution of Indian South African historiography from early studies of indenture towards more nuanced analyses of identity, culture and social diversity, while Mohamed Adhikari surveys the development of Coloured historiography through changing interpretations of identity, political experience and historical agency. Although concerned with different communities, both chapters reveal how these historiographical traditions have matured beyond earlier descriptive and essentialist approaches towards more historically contingent and internally differentiated interpretations.

As a thematic unit, these chapters are particularly successful in illustrating the conceptual maturity of community-based historiographies. Their contribution extends beyond broadening the scope of South African historiography by highlighting how historians increasingly interrogate the construction of identity itself, thereby enriching broader understandings of South Africa’s social and historical complexity.

The third thematic section turns from specialised historiographical fields to the interpretation of South African historiography itself. Christopher Saunders surveys the evolution of historical writing from the end of apartheid into the democratic era, highlighting both the enduring significance of earlier historiographical traditions and the increasing difficulty of identifying overarching trends within an expanding discipline. Hans Erik Stolten revisits the ideological debates that shaped late-20th century South African historiography, demonstrating the central role of liberal, radical and Marxist intellectual traditions in framing historical scholarship during apartheid and the transition to democracy. Thula Simpson concludes the section by examining the historiography of decolonisation, situating scholarly debates within a longer intellectual trajectory while critically engaging both the possibilities and limitations of decolonial approaches.

Taken together, these chapters provide an important historiographical reflection on the discipline’s intellectual development. Collectively, they do not advance a single interpretative framework but illustrate the successive debates through which South African historiography has evolved. Perhaps their most significant collective contribution lies in demonstrating the growing difficulty of identifying a single hegemonic interpretative tradition capable of organising the discipline as a whole. Instead, the chapters suggest that recent South African historiography is characterised by multiple, overlapping historiographical conversations that continue to shape, challenge and refine one another.

The final thematic section most clearly illustrates the remarkable range of contemporary South African historiography through chapters by Clive Glaser, Wessel Visser, Grietjie Verhoef, Robert Morrell, Johann Tempelhoff, Clement Masakure and Elize S. van Eeden. Although these chapters examine markedly different fields of historical enquiry, they collectively illustrate the extent to which South African historical scholarship has expanded beyond the ideological debates that once dominated the discipline. Glaser surveys the emergence of youth history and generational conflict as a distinct historiographical field, while Visser underscores the continued renewal of labour historiography through changing questions and approaches. Verhoef charts the evolution of business history beyond narrowly economic narratives, Morrell traces the development of masculinity as a significant category of historical analysis, and Tempelhoff reflects on the growth of environmental history through sustained interdisciplinary engagement. Masakure similarly shows how medical and health historiography has expanded through dialogue with neighbouring disciplines, while Van Eeden concludes the volume by examining regional historiography as an approach that connects local, regional, national and global historical processes.

These chapters represent more than a survey of specialised historiographical fields. They convey the extent to which South African historical scholarship has matured through conceptual innovation, methodological diversity and sustained engagement with wider international historiographical developments. Some chapters illustrate the emergence of new analytical categories, such as generation and masculinity, while others reveal the continued reinvention of long-established fields including labour, business and regional history. Environmental and medical history further illustrates how interdisciplinary engagement has broadened the scope of historical enquiry without diminishing its disciplinary coherence.

The section provides perhaps the clearest justification for the volume’s editorial architecture. These contributions reveal a historiography characterised by multiple, overlapping fields of specialisation. Yet the collection avoids presenting these fields as isolated or fragmented. Instead, they remain connected through shared historiographical standards, common methodological concerns and a continuing commitment to understanding South Africa’s historical development from diverse but complementary perspectives.

Conclusion

Writing South African History: Trends and Retrospect succeeds because it does more than survey the historiography of individual historical fields. The volume offers a persuasive conceptualisation of a discipline that has become more specialised, methodologically diverse and internationally engaged without losing its broader intellectual coherence. One of the more revealing features of the collection is that it illustrates how difficult it has become to identify a single hegemonic interpretative tradition within South African historiography. The discipline has not become intellectually fragmented. Rather, it has matured into a network of specialised but interconnected historiographical fields that continue to inform one another through shared scholarly standards and common historical concerns. The greatest achievement of the volume lies not in offering a new master narrative of South African historiography, but in demonstrating why such a master narrative is no longer readily sustainable. In this respect, the editorial architecture adopted by Van Eeden proves more convincing than any attempt to revive the broad ideological classifications that dominated earlier historiographical surveys. While individual readers may question the inclusion, emphasis or omission of particular historiographical traditions, such debates ultimately reinforce the editor’s central premise that South African historiography has become too diverse to be adequately captured by a single interpretative framework.

The volume stands to become a standard point of reference for honours and postgraduate students seeking an introduction to South African historical scholarship. Earlier syntheses by Van Jaarsveld, Smith and Saunders remain indispensable for understanding the historiographical traditions that shaped the discipline during the 20th century. Van Eeden’s collection, however, reflects a markedly different historiographical landscape. Unlike earlier historiographical surveys, the volume introduces readers to a discipline characterised by thematic specialisation, methodological pluralism and sustained engagement with international historiographical developments. In doing so, the volume complements – and is likely to supersede – earlier historiographical surveys.

As both a historiographical synthesis and a pedagogical resource, Writing South African History: Trends and Retrospect establishes a new point of departure for understanding and teaching contemporary South African historiography. It captures the transformation of the field from one largely understood through competing interpretative schools to one characterised by mature, overlapping fields of specialised enquiry.
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