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ORAL HISTORY 

'City of gold' yields to 
the evidence 
N E A R L Y 900 people packed the 
Johannesburg Art Gallery on the last Sunday in 
October to enjoy Ihe fruits of the five-month 
oral historv research project "lo'burg Citv -
Whose City?" 

The project was organised and convened by 
tdasa's Johannesburg office in conjunction with 
Actstop (The Action Committee to Stop Evic
tions) and the South African History Archives* 
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It involved 15 student historv teachers from 
the Johannesburg College of Education, the 
University of the Witwatersrand and Khanva 
College, under the supervision of Leslie Witz 
of the History De
partment of the Uni
versity of the West
ern Cape. 

The students 
interviewed resi
dents of Page view. 
Homestead Park, 
selected bv Actstop, 
to construct an oral 
history of the inner 
city. 

The object of the 
project was three
fold: to expose 
trainee teachers to 
the world of oral his
tory; to begin a new 
and different process of public and direct expo
sure for inner city residents; and to create a cul
tural event which would show Johannesburg 
as it is today challenging the historical stereo* 
type of "the sunshine citv built on gold/' 

Actstop publicity secretary Cas Coovadia 
was the master of ceremonies at the launch, 
which was opened by Christopher Till of the 
Johannesburg Art Gallery. Coovadia expressed 
his delight at the evidently enthusiastic 
response from the public. 

The people who make up the Actstop con
stituency - embattled residents of the city -
would, through similar programmes, assume 
their rightful place as participants in and joint 
owners of the cultural centres of the city he 
said* 

Standing with his back to the Hillbrow sky
line and to the people passing the art gallery, 
Andrew Boraine of Planact offered an 
overview of urban development and tht1 

apartheid system in Johannesburg. 
He concluded with a strong call for morally 

and politically appropriate action to protect 
and further the interests and security of the 
poor, the displaced and the historical victims of 
apartheid who have contributed to the growth 
and development of the city. 

Stressing the emotional impact of the pro
ject, Sally Jacquet, speaking on behalf of the 

Luli Callmicos 

JCE students, told of how their isolated under
standing of life in Johannesburg had been 
transformed during the research project. 

Leslie Wit/ gave the background to Idasa's 
interest in the use of the oral historv method as 
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a vehicle for challenging South Africans and 
for furthering the democratic process. 

Explaining the function of oral history in 
education, he said history was not just about 
"the facts". History needed to be seen as a 
product of power struggles between different 
perceptions and historical analyses, a product 
of Ihe interface between the historian and 
her/his evidence. 

"This entails 
much more than just 
changing the con
tent and the method 
of history teaching/' 
he added. 

Addressing the 
question "whose 
citv is Johannes
burg?", Witz said 
no-one had the right 
to claim, through 
their interpretation 
of history, that 
Johannesburg was 

exclusively "theirs". 
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Instead the peo
ple of Johannesburg 
should discover the 

history of their city and its people for them
selves. "It is incumbent on the historv teachers 
in our schools to lead the way and assist peo
ple in the process/' he said. 

LULI Callinicos of the History Workshop at 
Wits drew together the interviewing process 
and the photographic exhibition of life in the 
inner city by showing how teachers and stu
dents, through a critical analysis of the raw 
material, could begin to reflect on society 

She said the most important gift a critical 
historical analysis of society could give was an 
empathy for fellow citizens and all their differ
ences. 

"But we can only achieve this synthesis of 
qualities if we consider, seriously, critically and 
imaginatively, all forms of evidence," she said. 

The photographic exhibition was opened by 
poet Achmat Dangor with a compassionate 
and personal reflection on what it was to have 
grown up a producl of Johannesburg. 

Wrapping up the evening, the African Jazz 
Pioneers drew the diverse Johannesburg crowd 
together into the sculpture garden at the hub of 
the art gallery 3 

Melody Emmelt 
Regional Co-ordinator 
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