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CHAPTER 1

STATEMENT OF PROBLEM

1.1Introduction and Context

“The museums, the ‘cabinet of curiosities’ is the storeroom of a nation’s treasures,
providing a mirror in which are reflected the views and attitudes of the existing

cultures” (Simpson, 1996: 1).

The focus of this study is on museul apicted in the above citation, are
resource centres where knowledge 1 about the country’s collective
existence, cultural and bio-diversity | 5, and total inheritance is readily

available (Foner, 2002). Museums, as h'rtutions, have a critical role to play in
society in ensuring that thi?fﬁéﬁ‘ J’ﬁﬂ‘) ‘?ﬂﬁg‘oﬁpﬁsjf% or forgotten. They are
responsible for building social colfegjen ardnatieeleerd.and a nation which is neither
forgetful of its past nor fearful of the future (ibid.). The preservation of heritage is
particularly important for a country like South Africa that has experienced a somewhat
brutal and fragmented past. It is especially important for educating future generations
about the socio-political history of the country’s past, and in forging a collective national
memory in the post-apartheid era. As the former president Thabo Mbeki eloquently
explained:

“Museums link the past fo the future and speak to the interconnection between -
an empowering process of restoration and the consequences or the response to the
acquisition of that newly restored power to create something new” (NHC, 2009:5).
Museum displays therefore, have a critical social responsibility of reflecting the heritage

of all the people in line with the demographics of the people.

If South Africa is serious about heritage transformation, then South African museums
should acknowledge the importance of its history and reflect its diverse cultural heritage

by preserving the heritage of all South Africans through its various permanent collections



































































































been some change with regards to professional staff, even though there are not
enough previously disadvantaged professional, but it's not easy even now. “
The respondents maintained that the displays, in particular the permanent displays, are
still mainly Eurocentric. In agreement with this view, Respondent 1 partly justified why
most of the museum displays are still Eurocentric. He however elaborated that this
should not be an excuse why museums should not be transforming in terms of their

displays. He emphasised that:

Respondent 1°: Museum manager

| must be honest with you; = *=alf js a European concept. There is no
question about that, but fc ortunately museums happen fo exist
amongst us. Therefore we em away and say it's something for
white people. South Africa history and because of its diversity, it

makes museums to be a very'ess where we can showcase this vey rich
and diverse historUlfﬁ‘ }@f.gﬂvtrﬁhps tf oﬁr. Hence our museums are one of
our most important assgtajethee neEd {011, peore.

As a museum manager, he acknowledged that the country is however trying to
rearrange the imbalances of the past. He went further to point out at a number of
initiatives that the East London museum has embarked on in addressing this critical
aspect. He mentioned that over the years, the museum has embarked on display
programmes that includes displaying the original copy of the Freedom Charter on a
temporary basis as well as displaying the belts of the first world champions in boxing that

come from the region, namely Welcome Ncita and Vuyani Bungu.

In addition, the museum staff indicated that these temporary displays have been limited
in the sense that they get displayed for a period of not more than six months when they

need to be dismantled again. They pointed to an interesting fact that the museum has

> Mr Mcebisi Magadla indicated that his name could be disclosed in the findings; Mr Magadla is the manager of
East London Museum. He was the first black manger of the museum when he was appointed in 2007.
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strategic positions that they were previously excluded from. The staff also alluded to fact
- that as part of their transformation agenda, the museum has adopted certain schools

within  the East London, with special attention to rural schools.

Respondent 2: Museum staff

We have seen an interest now from previously disadvantaged communities.
Teachers are now interested in helping learners get more information on their
OBE (Outcomes Based Education) syllabus on what we do. We also give them
handbooks that assist them in getting more information. We have therefore
adopted about 12 schools ’ " ndon were we go to them and teach
them about what we do, w would create an interest amongst the

learners to learn more abo.

It is clear from the responses of T®m staff that internally the East London
museum has taken stepstjmpg‘@pgi;w @Flle(ﬂ.érﬂa?r@ation. The museum manager
and museum staff indicated hgiethis wag.peeifedo encourage more youth, especially
from a disadvantaged background, to develop greater interest in the museums sector as
well to bring the museums closure to the people, eépecially in those communities who
could have otherwise not have had the opportunity of travelling to museums as a result

transport costs to the museums.

A concern though in this initiative was the fact that the museum has not been capitalising
on this great initiative, through engagement with the community on a meaningful role.
Personally, the schools adopted would add value if the museum could develop
questionnaires that specifically deal with asking those outreach schools what they hope
to see in an inclusive museum display. This would hopefully influence what they would
eventually put in their museum displays through the suggestions that they might get from
these school children. This great initiative by East London museum needs to be
applauded as it brings museum life closer to the ordinary people of South Africa. This is

addressed below.
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management within museum by government, there has however been difficulty in setting

up a workable structure.

They acknowledged that government has to some extent transformed the managerial
structure of many of its public entities through the appointment of more previously
disadvantaged people and women. However, they pointed out that transformation does
not only entail appointing previously disadvantaged personnel only, but should also
include the appointment of qualified personnel. Respondents indicated therefore that
museum transformation is therefore not about numbers but is about on the lasting legacy

that it brings.

Respondents 6: Departm b Cvulture _

According to Respondents 1se managers are not experts on this
field and are only politicallyv. i should hasten to say they are not
informed of their C@ﬁf\%f@%ﬁ tBT %e(gf{nﬁnt has been taking these mangers
on short courses to g&t ygerh HawiBaQe en puseum and heritage, but | should
say that this is not enough. What is needed are people who have come through

the ranks.”

Respondent 1: Museum manager

One should also note that transformation is not only about displays, but it's also
about skills development, one cannot only put black faces on management of
museums and do nothing after that, it is important that transformation should be
accompanied by skills development so they can have managerial skills. This
would help black professionals understand the whole concept of museums than
just putting them there (museum managerial posts), so you do not want‘ to put

black people who will not do the job.

ii) Skills transfer: Although the respondents indicated that there have been some
improvements within the museum sector since 1994; however, the shortage of

previously disadvantaged staff in scarce skills and technical positions remained a






displays, particularly for the fact that museums play an important role in social cohesion.
Regarding the respondents’ views on what should be done to transform museum
displays, the respondents characterised museums as an important assert of preserving
history. Furthermore, respondents were very passionate about the importance that
museums could play in promoting an inclusive heritage of the region through displays.
Respondents indicated that displays don’t only showcase history but that displays also
form part of a social identity. An example of that came up often has been the fact the
region offers a great sporting history such as boxing (for which the region is famous),
respondents highlighted that this has not been capitalised by many of the museums in

the region.

Respondent 1: Museum n
Let me tell you, in 2001 w 2d the history of boxing of the border
region, as you might know th/'Know as the area of boxing amongst the

black people. We Erii ?élflgitff; {9? ?eéts to)ﬁ'l/elcome Ncita and Vuyani Bungu
(the first world champigpgétRXIRIEte BRYGGPMe from this area), we also had

the original freedom chatter in 2005, which covered the defiance campaign, these
were important milestones that | could have loved to see remain in our
permanent displays, but because of lack of space and funding we could not retain
‘these displays to be permanent. There are many other important events such as
the Duncan Village massacre of 1985 that could have had a permanent space in
this museum, but unfortunately this has not been the case because of lack of

funding.

According to respondent 5, who is a community member of Duncan Village and was
equally involved in the Duncan Village uprising against apartheid in 1985:
“1 think the heroes and heroines of Duncan Village need to be displayed
in our museums, especially considering that it’s in close proximity to the
museum, there should also be displays that coincide with our national
days like the June 16 Soweto uprising, we too contributed to the uprising

here during that day why don’t they show it in that museum.”







“Even if these events could be taught in our schools so that our children know
where this region has come from to be where it is, | think that this could make
these children more appreciative of the contribution that Duncan Village and the
region has played in bringing us where we are. | also think that visual photo’s
need to be put in the museum because children learn better when they see these
things. I'm sure that many young people don'’t know that the funeral of Griffith
Mxenge sparked the uprising in 1985 for the people of Duncan Village. If these
events could be shown at the museum I'm sure that they could raise some sense

of pride and revival amongst the people of this area. Look at the picture of Hector

Peterson in Soweto the po ' " "rings to the people of Soweto, we too
have our pictures that tell ti ea and that needs to be shown.”
Although many respondents ackr t attempts by the new dispensation to

document history in a more realistic Wjjjjjjj#¥ilding new museums; pre-1994 museums
such as the East Londqn mqséygll@;aﬁ er?%ePigY@l the necessary support and
attention when it comes to tianpfofrertinn:eteiesgigm displays. Of particular concern,
those museums that fall under the jurisdiction of the provincial department. Clearly this
cannot go on unabated by government and members of the communities concerned.
Partnership between relevant stakeholders such as government, community members

and museums need to be strengthened in order to address these issues collectively. |
However, previously disadvantaged communities need-to also be educated on the

importance of donating their artefacts to the museum.

4.4.8 Need to review board sfructures in museum

The museum staffs were very concerned with the representation of the museum board.
For them, the board had consisted mainly of white rétired professionals. They thought
that there in order to address issues of transformation of museum displays, members
from previously disadvantaged community would need to form part of the board. They
thought that these people would add value and a new dimension within the museum
‘sector in general. Also, they thought that the nomination process needs to be relooked in

many museums as the current nomination process of the board is done through the print
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 Introduction

This last chapter will discuss the main findings of the dissertation. This will be followed

by presenting the conclusions of the study and recommendations.
5.2 Discussion of Findings

The findings of this study have confirm sthesis of the study that the East

London museum displays have not trz jh in representing the history of
indigenous people of the region despit ave been in place to ensure the

transformation of heritage and of musSegPTeys in particular. This study also
confirmed that there has not bwg}gjﬁi;eafe[b&tﬂeﬂmre—ww and post-1994
museum displays, in so far as theyrigfledidhe higiay emeheritage of South Africans. It
transpired from interviews that some of the reasons for the continued failure of
museums to represent the diversity of all South Africans have been limited finances and
resources, staff shortages, lack of a coherent vision from the provincial department, lack
of community participation especially outreach programmes, etc experienced by
museums. These findings clearly indicate that the East London museum was and is still
one of the museums that marginalised and continue to marginalise the previously

disadvantaged communities in both its management and museum displays.

Although the respondents acknowledged that there have been some changes in the
museum sinbe 1994, they pointed out that such changes have been limited. It seems
that where transformation has occurred, it has been slow, patchy and limited to temporal
displays and in putting a very few Africans in management structures. An interesting
finding was the observation that post-1994 museums in the Eastern Cape have tended
to celebrate individual leaders who were previously disadvantaged but who now form

part of the dominant class. Such individuals include the Nelson Mandela Museum in









the East London museum is portraying a selective past in its displays, the museum
could be mitigating an ideology of this privileged group whose values are similar to
those that were held in the past. In this regard, the museum could be continuing to
legitimise the present social order through shared memory of the past. This is not a
good reflection of a shared heritage, as it tends to treat certain layers of history as moré
important than others and thereby disregard the authenticity and integrity of the history

of the majority of the population.

It then becomes clear that after 1994 the dominant class, have continued to confer their

influence, which the bourgeois cle -~ matise and protect their interests and
consequent social relations (Li Y nfluence by the dominant class has
included social institutions suc stitutions, museums, and therefore
suggests that tho_se who ﬁnd ther_r within the museum discourse are the

poor and marginalised members o'hese marginalised people, usually the
majority, are often less '@ﬁ%@ﬂ%&f@&ﬁo%& to play a minimal part in the
museum display discourse. Titigeds fumhBh @iagecbated by lack of political will by
government officials, both at National and Provincial levels, who have not fully invested
resources in the museum sector. They have not given museums the importance and
significance they deserve. This includes doing their oversight role in gauging the
processes that have been achieved since 1994 in having an inclusive display by the

museum sector.

The above illustrates that class stratification has continued to be the dominant factor
within museums even after 1994. It seems that the “haves” have continued to
marginalise the “have nots” within the museum discourse. Conflict of interest between
groups will continue to happen in society so long as the dominant class continue to
benefit at the expense of the lower class. In this regard, the majority of respondents
were of the view that the current status of the displays in East London Museum has not
been reflective of the history and cultural heritage of the previously disadvantaged
members of the area, such as the leaders mentioned above. The danger of this is that it

will inevitably lead to class conflict as currently seen in South Africa where the poor
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results. So, museum displays should play a critical role in uniting South Africans by

ensuring that there is equity in museums. At the present moment, the findings of this

study indicate that East London museum has not transformed as yet as there is still no

equity in management and the museum’s permanent displays since 1994, let alone

displays that address the history of the majority in the province.

Based on the above discussion, the following conclusions and recommendations are

made:

5.3 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOM***=rin ATINAMS

Transforming Displays: As ated, not much history of previously
disadvantaged people of the 1 displayed in East London Museum,
much more needs to bé done-tne cultural diversity of this region, in
particularly through %WB% g}sBlF)P;. TPi_lperception from Duncan Village
community members se@y dp #digats Pras East London museum is currently
seeking to design a past that fixes the identity of the past from a Eurocentric
perspective. Therefore, if relations between community and the museums are to be
improved, these concemns ought to be addressed immediately. There is therefore a
need to find new commonality or forms of permanent displays that are a
representation of all South Africans that would cut across all old boundaries of class

and ethnicity.

Inclusive displays: One way of transforming displays is to ensure that they foster
inclusiveness. Alth’ough museums in post-1994 era have tried hard to achieve
inclusiveness in their displays and management, this has occurred only in those
museums that are under the national auspices. Even in the East London muséum,
inclusiveness has occurred only to a very limited extent. As recommended in the
findings of the Wellington Trust, the East London museum should foster social
inclusion and reduce exclusion by ensuring that its exhibits are accessible to all and

that collections are relevant to (and reflect the aspirations and needs of) the
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Transformation of museum displays without a clear funding model would ultimately
mean that it would remain a wish list to develop an inclusivity display in museums,
especially in museums which are under the provincial auspices. It is clear that these
museums, like the East London museum, are being underfunded by government;
hence there is a huge gap in terms of funding of the flagships programme museums
as compared to the funding of provincial museums. Clearly, there needs to be a

revision of a funding model as it would ultimately hamper the end product.

Resource allocation: Since 1994, a lot of attention and resources have been

focused on those museums tt ' ional government, namely the flagship
museums. Perhaps it is time f 5 model, whereby a single government
agency, which solely focuse , is established. This could happen
through the setting up of a ncy that could distribute government

grants to all government muse Wgg#” would hopefully level the distribution of
resources to all mumcfr@ﬁﬁ@@gﬁ Npf fPing this would be that those
museums that are under pogvtaial depaxtedemsewill naturally lag behind those that
are funded by national government. This also goes when they attract skills.

Accessibility: Issues of accessibility by the majority of South Africans still remain a
thorny issue within the museum sector. Most museums in the Eastern Cape continue
to be in the urban centres, which is out of reach for ordinary people. This means that
the majority of the people still have to travel long distances to museums in order to
view displays. This makes it difficult for them to visit as a result of cost implications.
This undoubtedly leaves them at a disadvantaged position and excluded from the
sector. This adds to the difficulty of persuading a new generation of museum visitors
and professionals from these communities. There is therefore a need to bring
museums closer to where the majority of people live. In the case of East London, the
museum could have a revolving exhibition that could target these displaced

communities. This could bridge the gap between museums and poorer communities.















Government involvement: Political transformation after 1994 brought to the fore
the debate about who South Africans are and what constitute their heritage as well
as what should be reflected in museum displays. If the heritage sector and museums
in particular are to maintain their value as keepers of our cultural capital, government
has to be more involved by playing a more fundamental role in this regard.
Unforfunately, as found in this study, government has been lacking political will to
ensure that museums engage in the debate of displays in both at a policy level and
at a community level. As previously discussed, the problem has been the fact that
the national government has continued to focus mainly on the two flagship

institutions, namely northern flagship and southern flagship, while other museums

(like East London museum) that f nandate of national government
have been sadly left under-resourc »nitored. Even at provincial, level
there has not been a proper co-or e to address these fundamental

issues that have been mentioned al _

A

In archiving these issues iﬁﬁ@v@*ﬁgm SouiR' Aficy theee is an urgent need for
those in authority to understand digiae afundaphgnte? human right that those who

were previously denied agency in museum displays, ought to be given full
participation in the documenting of their lives, in constructing what might be termed
as post-colonial/apartheid of museum displays. Museums need stronger national
policy and co-ordinating framework, with a strong research base in fast tracking
inclusive displays in particular in museums that fall outside the two national
flagships. As important national institutions, it is important that museums be
responsive to the imbalances of the past in its displays. It is important, therefore, that
government explores the role of marginalisation in the construction of museum

displays.

Furthermore, government should make sure that museums address challenges that
face the country, in addressing South Africa’s national challenges, such as moral
regeneration; the scourge of HIV/Aids, illiteracy, crime and unemployment. The
museum sector would play a critical role in addressing these issues through

informative permanent displays. Increasing the number of researchers in museums
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