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Chapter One

The Dialectic of Unity
and Diversity in Education: Its
Implications for a National
Curriculum in South Africa

Michael Cross & Zanele Mkwanazi-Twala

1. Introduction

Many countries have grappled with the problem of recongiling national unity with cultural
diversity. The problem is exacerbated by numerous factors: (1) the presence of ethnic, lin-
guistic or cultural minorities; (2) marked regional claims to autonomy or cultural identity;
(3) the influx of migrants of heterogeneous cultural backgrounds; (4) socioeconomic conflict
arising out of unemployment or other socioaconomic ills; differences of age group, gender,
race and class (Cross, 1992); and (5) what Halis describes as ‘gigantism’:

Countries, like much modem architecture, suffer from ‘gigantism’: psychologically, ordi-
nary people feel unable to identify with large entities, supranational or national. ‘Small’
18 not only ‘beautiful’, but comprehensible. (Halls, 1983)

These factors can often lead to social conflict or cultural clashes between majority and minor-
ity groups, and the assertion by minorities of their will to preserve a separate cultural identity.
In South Africa we see this in the discourse of self-determination for particular ethnic aroups.

This chapter discusses the important and complex issue of unity and diversity in educa-
tion and its implications for a national curricuium in South Africa. The aspects examined
include a brief historical overview; problems in the conceptualisation of culture; educational
Perspectives of the main political players; the international experlence; and policy options
for South Africa. We argue for a concept of education for national reconcillation within the
framework of antiracism, and reject the concept of multicultural education for South Africa.

2. Historical Background

South Africa was an extreme case where racial and-ethnic differences were used to promote
Cultural pluralism and inculcate ethnic-nationalist identities. State education policy was guided
by the Afrikaner philosophy of Christian National Education (CNE), which advocated that
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