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Sibusiso Bengu 

Wolfram Weisse in conversation with the 
South African Minister of Education. I 

Weisse: I would l ike to start with the following quotation from a 
recent bulletin of the Pan African Congress: "The battle for social 
change starts as a battle of ideas and ideology. This battle is now 
taking the form of struggle for Africanisation against white liberal­
ism. Non-racism and reconciliation a ids this ideology, which is the 
advanced ideological mantle of white privileged forces." And the 
author continues that the a im and the term of multicultural educa­
tion is also in the interest of white liberalism. Instead of multicultural 
education they go for Africanisation. How would you comment on 
this? 

Bengu: I would believe that this view, that is being expressed there, 
still has to be debated. You know that I have been a student of 
culture myself, and my doctoral programme and doctoral thesis was 
on African cultural identity and international relations. And I went 
out to Ghana and N igeria to analyse my sources there. I think 
culture is not contrary to reconciliation. To say that, as we seek to 
reconcile the people of this country, we want to reconcile them on 
the liberal principles, which are western dominated by whites, is to 
miss the point completely. You know the majority of us in Parlia­
ment are African and Africanisation as far as I am concerned can­
not be an exercise that is d ivorced from the Africans. Our president 
for instance is the main reconciler in this South African setting and 
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I cannot say our president is not African. And I refer to myself as an 
African: I have grown up in Africa, I belong to Africa, and the 
values that I expose are African. What is lacking in the analysis 
there is the fact that at one level you haye customs, on a lower level 
customs of different people, which are different, on a higher level 
you have culture. We have d ifferent cultures in this country, as a 
country that wants to remain one. We want to have different cul­
tures, we don't want to level up the cultures and reduce them to 
one. But in a multicultural society, such as we have, the cultural 
values that will be common to us as South Africans at a higher level 
are going to build this nation. I t  is not the culture itself, it is not my 
being African, my being someone who is white and that is really 
going to build the nation-it is our acceptance of the fact that the 
diversity that is there in the cultures of this country is a richness and 
not a weakness. There is no reason why that person who has written 
the article can see himself or herself as more African than I am. 
That I cannot understand. I have lived in Europe for so long, four­
teen years already, but I remained an African. And that South Af­
rican artist who died last year in France, he was writing in France as 
an African, he lived there as an African. The deputy president 
Mbeki made a speech on the 8,h of May when we adopted our new 
constitution. And the theme of his speech was that he was African. 
And all the other parties joined him, Mr. De Klerk also declared: I 
am also an African and with African roots. And members from the 
Democratic Party also said this and all the other parties as well. 
And at last the leader of the Pan African Congress stood up and 
said: All these parties are copying us, we are the ones who have 
claimed to be Africans. 

Weisse : Before referring to the theme of mult icultural and 
multi religious education I would like you to sketch the general pri­
orities in the field of education. 

Bengu: I ought to begin by saying that the education system of this 
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country was bad through and through. And when I got into this 
position I did not even want to keep anything of what was then. We 
wanted to transform it completely. What we then did was to look at 
how education was fragmented. There were fifteen different minis­
tries and departments of education in the country, funded differ­
ently as if in fifteen different countries. 

That is now all gone. Those fifteen departments are now merged 
into one single department of education. But, of course, the compli­
cation was that whilst we were unifying education we were also 
creating provincial departments of education in the nine provinces. 
So we were unifying but also provincializing. The interim constitu­
tion as well as the new constitution does not give the minister of 
education executive authority over the schooling, the lower levels 
of education. The lower levels of education fall under the provinces 
and I think that is a good thing. But the minister determines na­
tional policy, the norms and standards. So we do have concurrent 
powers. When you have a System that is bad, as bad as apartheid 
education, what do you do? Do you close it up, work for two years to 
transform it, close all the schools all institutions and then re-open 
when it is transformed or do you maintain the continuity of services 
whilst transforming? This is exactly what we are doing. We have 
not lost even a month, we have maintained a continuity but trans­
formed the system. 

Weisse: How would you just characterise the role of education in the 
transition process of the whole society of South Africa? 

Bengu: Education is the key. If we don't get our education trans­
formed, so that it becomes quality and if we cannot guarantee the 
minimum quality for the broadest population, then this country 
cannot move. And so I sit here knowing what a responsibility there 
is. That for this country to become competitive and to develop we 
don't need to educate a few, we need to educate the masses. In fact 
we have clear objectives. The first is to unite the country. The 
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apartheid government used education to divide the country. And 
we are uniting the country at its roots. We are going to unite this 
country. The people are being united over sport, as they play to­
gether, over other things, but that is not the safest way. It is as we 
educate them together, as we give them the values of a democratic 
society, that this could happen. 

Weisse : I would like to concentrate on one section of education and 
that is religious education. What approach of religious education in 
your eyes is appropriate for a new South Africa? 

Bengu: We are religious people. When I worked for more than 1 0  
years in the offices of the World Council of Churches in Geneva, I 
became aware that Christianity was but one of the religions of the 
world. There are other faiths. So we have said religion will be taught 
at school. It is related to the general morality of the country and 
I 've gone to the churches-my deputy minister is a priest of the 
Catholic Church-and we have assured the churches that religion 
will be taught, in an inclusive manner. 

Weisse :  What does that mean? 

Bengu: That means it is not just Christianity to the exclusion of the 
Islamic faith, the African religion and so on. What it means is that 
we are not going to impose a particular religious instruction in order 
to get students to pursue to follow one or the other faith. Confirma­
tion classes should be done by the churches, not by the school. But 
we encourage religious education at school that is going to include 
knowledge about other faiths as well as Christianity. 

Weisse : So you refer to the different tasks of school and congrega­
tions with which I agree. But still-what influence on schools should 
the different religious bodies have, or is religious education a thing 
educationalists only should decide upon? 
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Bengu: I think there we have to strike a balance, because religion is 
something that is naturally a domain of the parents, and our ap­
proach is to allow the parents in the government bodies of the 
schools to decide. But on the education s ide we have said that we 
would maintain that a proper balance at school of religious instruc­
tion ought to be given in an objective way so that people will know 
about the faith, about the religions that are in the country. The 
question of the faith is the responsibility of the church and the 
religious communities. So we need to balance up. In fact I would 
not expect that in a context that is now multiracial, non-racial, and 
non-sexist you are going to have a class of only Christians and of 
only Muslims. You can't have it in that way, you have it mixed. In 
the Bill we say there will be religious assemblies, religious gather­
ings, but these are not compulsory. But at public schools there will 
be prayers-like we do in Parliament. In Parliament before we start 
a few minutes are allowed for meditation. And you either say a 
prayer if you are a Christian, if you whatever faith you have, you 
have a meditation in the way you're used to. So that is the kind of 
approach that we support. 

Weisse : I see two different opinions in South Africa. One is in fa­
vour of granting religious bodies a dominant influence for Religious 
Education at school, and to teach it separately along the lines of 
different faith-groups. The other is in favour of a multifaith-ap­
proach. You seem to follow the second line. Why this? 

Bengu: We don't want to divide up the schools, so that there are 
different kinds of Religious Education at a school and create friction 
and tensions. I see the danger of isolating people according to their 
different religions. I think it can surely lead to the situation we have 
in Ireland and to some extent I am grateful  that those tensions don't 
exist in my country. To this day I cannot rationally explain why 
people will fight on the basis of their faith, Protestants and Catho­
lics, and they continue to live separately. What actually should be 
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uniting them i s  dividing them. 
But we are saying the most important element of learning is to 

coexist with other faiths. I am grateful for the fact that I have been 
exposed to other religions. I am a Christian, but I am not an arro­
gant Christian because there are many things that are weak in Chris­
tianity which are strong in the other faiths which have come to 
assist me. So it is in that spirit of tolerance, understanding, coexist­
ing-in two weeks I am going to be opening an I slamic college, and 
I can't miss that appointment. Because if I missed it , it would appear 
I am prejudiced and that is what we must avoid in this country. 

Weisse : There are people as well in the churches as well as in the 
field of education who say i t  is difficult for the children in classroom 
to have religious education with classmates of different religious 
background, because they will be confused by that. Do you agree 
with that opinion? 

Bengu: I do not agree at all. In fact instead of it weakening their 
faith it strengthens it because the knowledge of what you may not 
in the end believe in is going to help you to be stronger in what you 
believe in. 

Weisse : So are you in favour of an interreligious dialogue in class­
room? 

Bengu: Of course, yes. Well, I believe that an ecumenical approach 
is actually the key because the ecumenical d iscussions and the 
interreligious dialogue have been confined to the top-leaders of the 
churches. Now an ecumenical approach at the grass roots level, 
e. g. an interreligious dialogue at school is necessary. When in a 
village you have a few Zionists who worship on a Saturday with 
their drums, it is seen by everyone. It is not hidden. And you have 
the Seventh Day Adventists and you have the Lutherans there 
worshipping on a Sunday. That is being exposed and to be true to 
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life. We need also to adopt the same methods in education and not 
try and create enclosures or closets and believe that we will then 
chain our people to be faithful Christians without knowing what 
happens outside their own faiths. 

Weisse: Could such a dialogue at classroom level be the first step for 
the dialogue in society? 

Bengu: An interreligious dialogue is in line with the dialogue in 
society. In fact if we strengthen dialogue at classroom level, this 
could lead to a better understanding in general. For me it was late 
when I got to have friends among Muslims and to develop respect 
for them. But if such a process had started in the classroom, it would 
have made me a much better person, a much better Christian. 

Weisse :  How will this be possible ? 

Bengu: The greatest challenge that we are facing, is that of re­
skilling Our teachers, re-training them. Well, we are re-training them 
in mathematics and in science and technology. But we are also 
retraining them to handle larger classes. But re-training them in a 
most important way to handle mixed c lasses, mu ltirelig ious, 
multicultural classes. For 20 years or more teachers have taught only 
white students, taught only black students. Now you have a situa­
tion where there are mixed classes, you have got to be careful of 
what you say and you don't only come to teach in English, you have 
to use different languages, to be aware of different religions in one 
class. 

Weisse : All those questions of a multicultural education, a dialogical 
Religious Education and the role of different religions in society are 
also discussed in Germany. We see an advantage and a necessity to 
do thorough research-work not isolated in different countries, but to 
strengthen our research-efforts through co-operation. And we have 
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built up such a co-operation between the Universities of Hamburg, 
Stellenbosch, Cape Town and other Universities within the last 
years. Do you think it is worthwhile to have such an exchange 
between our universities, and do you see any possibilities to support 
that attempt of co-operation? 

Bengu: Well, I am actually very supportive of this co-operation. In 
fact, as you may know, I was myself vice-chancellor of a university. 
The institutions of higher learning in this country had been isolated 
for quite some time, during the period of apartheid. From that back­
ground I would think that this project that ties three universities 
together is a very good one. But it is also important in the context 
of the project itself, because such a matter affects not only the 
religious life of the people and the relations between the different 
religions but the relations also between the peoples themselves. 
Because whatever we do is coloured by our religion. So I honestly 
would say, you have my support. 

Notes 
The interview dates from September 1 996 and has been led in the offices of 
the Minister of Education in Cape Town. 
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