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Abstract
Generally, museums know very well how to deal with the past.  In fact, the museum world has a long history in developing the systems, methodologies and conceptual frameworks for interpreting, conserving, preserving and promoting the past.   However, this is in no way an indication that they know how to deal with the present and future. In other words, what museums lack are the methodologies and conceptual frameworks they need to employ to engage with the present and future. This is evident from recent calls for museums to alter their position from being ‘neutral and objective’ institutions to one of being social agents.  However, what such an adjustment implies is that museums shift from a ‘fixation with the past’ to a position of the ‘immediacy of temporal actions’.  That is, to engage events/activities that have a direct bearing on the present and future and how heritage resources are used to mediate such events.  A case in point is racism.  Racism did not appear out of nowhere, there is a +- 500 year period of gestation and nurturing in the intellectual, spiritual, economic, cultural and political endeavours of the project of enlightenment. It has shaped to a large extent the modern world and still impacts on the lives of societies and communities today.    

 Freedom Park, considered the South African’s government’s most ambitious heritage project to date must stand in the words of former President Mbeki – “as a beacon of hope”.   As such it does so by disarticulating the conceptual frameworks South African museums still use that have their roots in the enlightenment, and regularise agendas and structures that promote social cohesion.  

___________________________________________________________________________
Introduction

Programme Director – allow me to thank the organisers for the invitation to attend this conference.  When I received the invitation there was a request that I speak about Freedom Park
 under the rubric of ‘dealing with difficult subjects.’  My first concern was how to do it without sounding like a tour guide.  Nor do I want to give the impression that there is a ‘neat fit’ between the conceptualisation and construction of the Park.
   This is not the case.   Hence, if my presentation comes across as slightly incoherent, disjointed and in fragments, then I have succeeded in addressing those challenges.

 When it comes to dealing with the present and future, it is considered integral to Freedom Park in as much it is integral to any heritage institution/museum in the world that has taken on the mantle of a social agent. Social agents act in the present. The fundamental core of acting as a social agent is to take a position
 – a position that is aimed at improving the lives of the downtrodden, the impoverished, the subaltern, the disadvantaged, the under-privileged and the minority – in museum language, ‘the other’. In doing so, museums use heritage resources as the means to achieve that.
  
By taking a position is not simply creating an awareness of their plight, but goes beyond that.  It involves contributing towards changing their material conditions for some or other greater good.  For Freedom Park, the greater good is the wellbeing of the nation.  The question we ask ourselves consistently at Freedom Park is– What do we mean by the well-being of the nation?  The answer to this lies in our constitution.  The preamble to our constitution requires all South Africans, institutions organisations etc.to be committed to:

· Healing the divisions of the past and establish a society based on democratic values, social justice and fundamental human rights.

· Lay the foundations for a democratic and open society

· Improve the quality of life of all citizens and free the potential of each person

· Build a united and democratic South Africa able to take its rightful place as a sovereign state in the family of nations

In the case of heritage institutions and organisations – they have to use the heritage resources, whether nationally, provincially or locally, to achieve this.
Freedom Park was established through an Act of Parliament of South Africa – Heritage Act 25 of 1999.  This came from Tata Madiba that there should be a shrine to honour those who died in the struggle for freedom. Furthermore from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, Freedom Park was authorised to provide some form of symbolic reparations for those who died in the struggle.
A Trust was established to drive the conceptualisation and construction of Freedom Park.  The Trust did not start off with a pre-conceived notion of what the Park should be.  They embarked on a major consultation process to tap into the ideas of the nation.
Through the consultations the issue of healing was explored in terms of how it should be reflected in the Park. At the same time another principle emerged – that of  emancipating the African voice.

The principle of healing – that the Park should ultimately contribute to healing the land and its peoples is articulated by the Park through ensuring that heritage resources are used for reconciliation and fostering social cohesion. Reconciliation is a catalyst to fostering social cohesion. Addressing the need for reconciliation at Freedom Park is about identifying any divisive elements such as conflict, trauma and pain brought about by socio-political events and then seeking ways of bringing closure to them.   Hence the purpose of reconciliation is to heal the divisions of the past. The process of Reconciliation bearing witness to the truth and that it is acknowledged as such.  Once the truth is acknowledged, then redress processes are entered into which then leads to reconciliation
This position on healing that has been adopted by Freedom Park is expressed in various physical and symbolic ways throughout the elements in the Park.  At Isivivane it is conveyed through the Cleansing and Healing and Return of Spirits rituals and ceremonies that were performed to lay to rest in an appropriate manner those who have given their lives in the struggle for humanity and freedom. The Cleansing and Healing ceremony is employed as a vehicle that allows the communities to revisit traumatic events of the past and to intercede with the Ancestors and the Creator to cleanse the pain and hurt caused by historical events.  However, we also recognise that reconciliation is a much wider process, not only across the racial divide, but also within and between communities, families and individuals.  

 At the Wall of Names, those who have died in these struggles are named. In as much that the TRC mandated Freedom Park, the Park thus recognises one of the most salient and yet generally downplayed historical facts about the advent of democracy and freedom in South Africa.  That is, that there are people who paid for it with their lives, whilst those who survived sacrificed their valuable time, families, loved ones and livelihood for the liberation of our country.  There is a need for the nation to acknowledge this.  It is in such acknowledgement that we are able to relate their sacrifices to the opportunities and freedoms we as a nation enjoy today.  Then we can move forward as a nation united in our diversity. In this way it is also envisaged that closure is brought to these conflicts that have shaped South Africa politically, socially, culturally, economically and historically.

The notion of healing is also embedded in the shape of the buildings in the Park.  //hapo for example has been shaped to represent boulders.  Boulders play a significant role in the cosmologies that have its roots on the continent.  Among the San, it is believed that when a   person passes on, his/her spirit enters a boulder which becomes the abode of the afterlife.  Another conviction is that boulders, in relation to certain plants play an important role in physical and spiritual healing, and thus //hapo, shaped like boulders and telling an African story as opposed to the colonial story, stands as a motif of healing the nation.  Apart from the healing aspect, the buildings also draw on other practices from the continent.  For example, generally the shapes of the buildings in the Park are circular or oval.  This comes from discussions with elders who stressed that the idea of circularity is all embracing and represents inclusivity.  Buildings also blends in with the environment, it does not stand in stark contrast to it.  Hence S’khumbuto is oval shaped and complements the slopes of the hill- it looks as if it forms part of the crest of the hill, rather than an imposition.  The style of building has also been taken from the continent.  The packed/layered stones style of building is reminiscent of Great Zimbabwe and is a craft that is still being practiced today in the north.  Even the plants in the Park symbolise healing.  A study was conducted on the plants growing in the Park by Traditional Healers and they found that most of them have medicinal value.  
Emancipation of the African voice –Acknowledge that through the project of enlightenment, the history, culture and spirituality of the continent has been supressed, distorted and silenced for the last five hundred years or so, it is important that such issues are addressed, not to seek a ‘glorified’ past, but to ensure that South Africa and the continent is placed on par and recognised also as a contributor to the global history culture and spirituality.   This can be achieved only if we as Africans tell our story in our own voice and develop the means of knowledge production that takes into account African knowledge systems.

The blossoming European economy during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries brought with it a need to expand further by venturing towards Africa and other continents in the search for raw materials by the Europeans. This led to a process of conquest and the subjugation of the indigenous populations on the continent and elsewhere. But the conquest went beyond the acquisition of raw materials.  They recast their search for materials into a project to ‘civilise’ the world.  A worldview which turned the colonised into subalterns – where their cultures, economies, political structures, religion and even their concept of beauty was turned on its head so to speak.  The colonised ultimately through the hegemony of western practices were coerced to think about themselves with the knowledge systems of the west.  Discourses on African identity became imbued with a deep sense of ‘the other’’ aimed at the denigration of the African, physically, psychologically and, intellectually. 

 All fields of human endeavour were used in this process of shaping the image of the African. In the field of knowledge production, History acted as one of the arenas for shaping the African identity.
 The view propagated by the west is that Africa has no history. That is, there are no forces that drive change within African societies that can be investigated through the ages.  Hegel, who gave history the dialectic as the force which drives it forward, was dismissive about Africa.  In his ‘Philosophy of History’ he wrote – “At this point we leave Africa, not to mention it again.  For it is no historical part of the world.  It has no movement or development to exhibit.’
   This view was reiterated in one of the Europe’s top academies as recent as in 1965, when Professor Hugh Trevor-Roper wrote that “Undergraduates, seduced as always by the changing breath of journalistic fashion, demand that they should be taught the history of black Africa.  Perhaps in the future there will be some African history to teach.  But at present there is none or very little, there is only the history of Europeans in Africa.
 
 The characterisation of Africa as a-historical by implication silences the history of the continent and thus their contribution to western civilisation.  Western civilisation is said to be based on Greek civilisation.  Most of the Greek thinkers such as Socrates, Thales, Solon, Pythagoras and others were educated in Egypt and then moved back to Greece to teach.

Then there is the intellectual tradition which says that Africa is bereft of any form of social cultural or political contribution to the development of humanity.  This of course has a long history of incubation and development amongst the best minds of the western world.   I quote from a prominent British scholar that has shaped one of the disciplines in the humanities including the biological sciences. “The negro (sic) possesses the erect posture; a well -developed hand and foot, articulate speech and is withal a tool-making, tool-handling animal.  These characteristics pre-eminently fit him for the position of a servant while the low order of his mentality disqualifies him for a higher sphere








-Thomas Huxley 1874, Man’s place in nature

Huxley is not the only western scholar that held such abject derogatory views about the African in the name of science.  We can go further back to some of the famous western philosophers who still today enjoy currency at most philosophy departments at universities in South Africa today.  Here we are talking about thinkers such as Voltaire, Hume, Kant and Hegel.  Philosophers who have to a large extent contributed to the shaping of the conceptual instruments used to analyse and critically evaluate knowledge and knowledge systems.  They too harboured ideas similar to Huxley. Voltaire, a celebrated philosopher whose ideas influenced the French Revolution and is credited for coining the slogan ‘Liberty, Equality, Fraternity’, declared that Europeans were ‘superior to these Negroes, as the Negroes are to the apes and the apes to the oysters’

Another philosopher is David Hume considered as a major political and intellectual figure of the 18th century.  It is believed that he influenced the works of the German philosopher, Emmanuel Kant the French sociologist Auguste Comte amongst others.  In an essay titled ‘Of National Character’, he wrote: There was never a civilised nation of any other complexion than white nor even any individual eminent either in action or speculation.  No ingenious manufactures among them, no arts, no science’.

Spirituality is another area which western thought corrupted about the continent.  Dr Motsoko Pheko argues that the contribution of Africa to African Traditional Religion, Judaism, Christianity and Islam is extraordinary, but the western views have completely silenced this.  For instance, he points out that many Africans are mentioned in the Bible.  However,   Africans are projected as ‘heathens’, incapable of conceiving a Deity’.    African slaves were taught that God made them ‘servants and slaves to assist the masters and mistresses’.  

The philosophical approach advocated by Freedom Park in knowledge production focuses on the utilisation of epistemologies that have their roots in Africa. For instance in setting up the Pan African Archives, it is based on the principle of – The way knowledge is classified, impacts on the way knowledge is produced.

This provides opportunities for on-going negotiations of recognition, privileging, positioning, de-colonising and protecting Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS).  Ultimately it will allow us to show-case African history and heritage as bearers of traditions and values that place African civilisations and cultures on the same level as other civilisations and cultures worthy of scholarly study and practice.

Embedded in this approach are two key norms/values that are self-evident in cultural practices in Africa which are consciously articulated within the development processes of the Park.  The first is the recognition of diversity within societies, and such diversity is acknowledged and accepted.   Another norm/value that are widely shared by the people of South Africa and the sub-continent -  providing another basis for forging national, regional and continental unity – is the notion of humanity.  The concept of humanity is commonly celebrated in idioms such as:  “Motho, ke motho ka batho” 
The words above are inscribed on the plaque that was unveiled by former President Mbeki when the Park was opened in 2002. 
Freedom Park is mindful that by giving primacy to African epistemologies in the process of knowledge production, that it does not become an exercise to return to some golden age, but is transformative towards a new future of a very different kind - a future envisaged within the context of a non-racial and non-sexist South Africa.  Ultimately, this will also guide its activities in processes of reconciliation and nation building. It is thus envisaged that through our philosophical approach, the knowledge held in incubation at the Freedom Park will lead to the liberation of our history and heritage from colonialism and a slave mentality. 

Thus, by using the heritage resources of the nation Freedom Park are seeking to develop programmes of renewal and rebirth by using indigenous aspects and properties (IKS) for physical, spiritual, psychological, socio-economic and political well-being.  The Park is conscious of the risk that could emanate from the enunciation of African views based on IKS, as a means of division. However, other views find expression elsewhere, whereas African views have only Africa as a base to be expressed.  It is when this principle is accepted, that the diversity of South Africa can find full expression. 
Freedom Park will use aspects of our history, heritage and spirituality as instruments to engender a sense of nation-ness amongst South Africans based on an approach where diversity is respected and valued, but not in a manner where diversity in itself becomes a means of creating divisions. In other words, not to treat diversity as an end in itself.  Differences are a basic fact of life. 

One of the key tools that we utilise to make sense of the world is to assemble objects/things/people together in groups and gives such categories labels.
  Such labels are further endowed with associations and connotations which allow us to make deductions about our natural and cultural environment. Thus, they are not neutral.  They are loaded with meanings in ways which can have either a positive or negative outcome when acted upon.
  On the positive side, labels assist us in our daily experiences in making sense of the vast array of sensory experiences we receive. As important it is to assist us in making sense of our daily experiences, the problem arises when such labels undermine values such as equality and fairness or exaggerate differences between groups – in other words, generate bias and stereotyping.
  Psychologists have conducted studies that show that most people harbour biases even if it is unwittingly.  For instance Mr Jesse Jackson a committed civil-rights leader once told an audience that “there is nothing more painful to me at this stage of my life than to walk down the street and hear footsteps and start thinking about robbery – then look around and see someone white and feel relieved.
 

This remark illustrates a basic fact – that is, the extent to which the western view of the African pervades and has been entrenched in the global village  
Heritage is generally seen as some form of commodity that is of value to communities or the nation at large.  Formal research and anecdotal evidence suggest that South African heritage can play a key role in a wide spectrum of empowerment strategies in our country.  On one level, as indicated by the White Paper, heritage underpins the affirmation and acknowledgement of communities that were suppressed in the past.   As we are a relatively young democratic nation, this is especially of significance within the context of nation building.  
Finally, the overall approach taken by Freedom Park towards reconciliation is that it has both symbolic and practical elements embedded in it. The symbolic foundation of reconciliation efforts lies in generating a more nuanced spirit of goodwill, reciprocal respect and recognition of the effects of slavery, colonisation and apartheid on Africans and the concomitant programmes implemented to address these.   This will enable South Africans to work through issues in our fractured history in order recognise past injustices and make appropriate reparations. On the practical side, working towards an improved quality of life, particularly in areas such as health, education and employment is essential for achieving equality for all South Africans
� The project is still in progress and is earmarked for completion in 2013  


� In conceptualising and constructing the Park, the process has not been linear at all.    Sometimes it would steam ahead in leaps and bounds, other times it was taking one step forward and two backwards yet other times it was taking crab steps – moving sideways.  It is through this process that the key principles that underpin the conceptualisation, construction and programmes, emerged.  Principles that Freedom Park considers to be non-negotiable, and as the project grows, and get a life of its own, will be fleshed out further and given a thicker substantive content.


� See David Fleming (2009)


� This does not mean that those who do not fall in these categories are ignored or do not benefit. For instance, the liberation of South Africa does not mean that Blacks got their freedom only, it also means that whites have been liberated from being the oppressor as well. 


� This can be said for all disciplines and subjects.  Language is another arena – African languages were considered too ‘primitive’ as a means of communication in a ‘civilised’ world
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