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Feyerabend is generally regarded as one of the best expositions of the 
relativist position.

Unlike relativism, which does not base its rationale on any specific source 
of know ledge, rationalism in its philosophical use is a theory that bases its 
legitimacy and authority on exactly such a source. In philosophical terms, 
rationalism contends that the only source of truthful knowing is the 
knowledge that is gained by human reasoning. Reasoning and rational 
analysis only can yield logical truths as well as true substantive knowledge 
about the world, and in its purest form, rationalism contends that no 
recourse to empirical observation, personal experience or historical 
understanding is required for this purpose.

As an intellectual attitude to life and the universe, rationalism is not easy 
to pin down, though nothing may seem simpler It has been used for 
opposing purposes in religious circles, and it has seen many different 
applications in science and philosophy. In the Middle Ages, St Thomas 
Aquinas used rationalism to prove the existence of God 'rationally', while 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries it was associated with anti- 
religious movements called 'free thought', 'secularism' and 'agnosticism' 
The religious claims of Christianity such as the Trinity, the incarnation, the 
resurrection and creation were to be tested by rational and logical criteria 
and, in the absence of evidence to the contrary, had to be rejected. It could 
be said that the rational questioning of these claims in a way stimulated the 
development of atheism. In philosophy, the work of Descartes, Spinoza and 
Leibniz, all seventeenth century rationalists, is usually held as the 
cornerstone of modem rationalism. Their conviction was that true 
knowledge acquired by reason could be couched in a mathematical 
structure, and valid inferences could be logically deduced from such a 
scheme. Leibniz is usually regarded as the most extreme exponent, claiming 
that experience is a poor substitute for reason and that, in principle, all 
truths (both ��������  and synthetic ��������  truths) could be known through 
pure reason alone (cf. Barker 1968:37; Urmson 1976:245-246). During the 
twentieth century a number of philosophers have defended the rationalist 
position in some way or other. Though not a 'pure' rationalist, Popper (and 
his critical rationalism) is probably the best-known example.
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conception of science very well. He subscribed to Kuhn’s notion of pre- 
paradigmatic science, as well as the 'irrationalist' overtones in paradigm 
switches People had to be liberated from the rationalist stranglehold of 
concepts such as 'objectivity1, 'rationality' and 'truth' (cf. Preston 1997).

In spite of his methodological anarchism, Feyerabend never endorsed 
political anarchism. In fact, there is not a strong parallel between his 
'politics of philosophy and science' and his 'philosophy and science of 
politics'. His political thought is not as well-developed as his philosophical 
ideas, and could probably be summarised as a blend of liberalism and 
social democracy. For him, all intellectual traditions ought to have equal 
access to power; the separation of church and state should also be followed 
with regard to science and the state. As practised in Western societies, 
science has a privileged position with regard to political power, and it 
should be brought under democratic control. Scientific 'experts', in 
particular, should be viewed with scepticism and mistrust. His �����������  
�����	  questions the so-called free and diverse scientific practices that exist 
in Western societies. Underneath the surface of diversity, Feyerabend 
sensed a monolithic monotonous category of consensus that controlled the 
liberty of intellectual expression in an imperialistic and uniform manner. 
Relativism is the only guarantee to cultural diversity and the avoidance of 
totalitarianism. To this end, Feyerabend positively promoted the notion of 
argumentative evaluation (sensitivity to the beliefs of others) and, in a 
negative sense, criticised philosophers who dismissed diversity under the 
guise of 'Objectivity' and 'Reason' which were 'deified hangovers of 
autocratic times' (cf. Preston 1997). The 'true-for-them' and 'true-for-us' 
approach is, therefore, at the heart of his intellectual and cultural 
relativism. The world has an indeterminate plural quality, and the Homeric 
gods and the subatomic particles of modem microphysics are but different 
ways in which our 'Being' responds to an 'unknowable' world (cf. Preston 
1997).

4 A RATIONALIST PERSPECTIVE

Karl Popper (1902-1994) is generally regarded as one of this century's 
most famous and influential philosophers of science. His social and
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�����	�	���  in all cases (1961:131) The social sciences should also be 
conducted in terms of methodological individualism, not a holism or a 
collectivism that uses non-empirical categories such as classes, societies 
and civilizations. For Popper individuals are the true study objects of social 
science (1961:136), but tins does not imply that such a science should be 
based on the laws of psychology. In fact, his methodological individualism 
is anti-psychologist in nature, not on logical grounds, but on moral grounds 
because of the fear that knowledge of laws of the psyche would deprive 
individuals of their liberty (1961:158-159). Popper also rejects the notion 
that history could be manipulated through some or other conspiracy by a 
group of individuals. Such conspiracies do exist, of course, but their 
unintended and unforeseen consequences are beyond human control, and 
their significance should not be over-estimated (Popper 1973:330-331). 
Social science should explore the promising possibilities of rational models 
in fields such as decision-making in economics, and the extent to which 
actual behaviour deviates from rational prediction in the absence of 
sufficient knowledge (1961:140-142). By criticising and refuting theories, 
social science can aspire to the same objectivity as that of the natural 
sciences reflected in World III The positivist/inductivist conception of 
objectivity is untenable, since it dehumanises science when it expects the 
scientist to strip himself of bias, which is itself biased. It is only through the 
procedures of critical rationalism that social science can aspire to 
objectivity - that is, Popper’s objectivity (cf. Faure & Venter 1993:36-38).

Popper's political thought is based on his strategy of demonstrating that the 
presuppositions of totalitarianism are logically flawed. His rejection of 
historicism - the notion that there are discernible patterns in history which 
constitute the basis for large-scale 'utopian' engineering - is all-important 
in this respect, namely (1961 :v-vi): (1) The course of the history of the 
human race is significantly influenced by any increase in the knowledge 
available to mankind; (2) There are no rational or scientific methods that 
can serve to predict the future increase in scientific knowledge; (3) On the 
above grounds the possibility of theoretical history, a historical social 
science comparable with theoretical physics, must be rejected. A scientific 
theory of historical development, as a basis for predicting history or the 
future, is not possible; and (4) The fundamental aim of historic methods,
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5.2 Relational relativity

Relational relativity is sometimes referred to as 'common sense' relativity, 
or Gallilean relativity. It is a central element of Einstein's special theory of 
relativity of which the first postulate states that: 'The physical laws o f 
nature are the same in every inertial frame o f reference'. The concept 
'inertia' derives from Newton's First Law of Motion being the property 
every object has which causes it either to remain stationary or move in a 
straight line at a constant speed, unless there is a force acting on it. An 
inertial frame of reference is a frame of reference in which this condition 
holds.

Translated into simple cognitive terms, this form of relativity tells us that 
different observations of the same phenomenon could produce differing but 
correct results, the differences being attributable to the 'inertial frame of 
reference’ from which the observation is made. The classic example is the 
person who throws an object in a stationary railway carriage and observes 
it leaving him at 30kph, while an observer outside the carriage observes 
exactly the same result. However, when the carriage moves at 40kph, and 
the same event takes place, the person inside the carriage still observes the 
object travelling at 30kph, while the observer standing outside the carriage 
views the same object travelling at 70kph relative to his position. This 
could be called relational relativity, differences being attributable to 
differences in inertial frames of reference - that is, differences in space or 
time.

5.3 Relativity in terms of an absolute category

This is a consequence of relational relativity. Einstein's second postulate of 
special relativity applies the first postulate to the laws of electricity and 
magnetism and states that: 'The speed o f light is the same in every inertial 
frame o f reference'. In its most rudimentary form it tells us that an absolute 
category (the speed of light) is not affected by any inertial frame of 
reference. In simple cognitive terms it implies that different observations 
from different vantage pomts (inertial frames of reference) will always yield 
the same result when an absolute category is observed. The corollary of this
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reference, Popper’s critical rationalism contains the implicit pretence that 
it can transcend the meaning and contradictions in culture and history 
(space and time) by subjecting them to the inevitable outcome of Ins 
'rationalist key'. This is his scientific method which is accessible to all, the 
only proviso being that its rules be followed diligently by all who use it In 
principle, all users of tire method, irrespective of their contextual 
perspective, should yield the same outcome when they apply the method to 
the same problem. By virtue of falsification, political contradictions will be 
exposed and piecemeal political action will rectify the matter.

Popper’s politics are explicitly anti-historicist in orientation, denying that 
history (time itself) can have any special meaning or political significance. 
The historicist refutation is by means of a clinical instrument that by and 
in itself, contains no meaning, namely logic. Popper’s dedication to 
pluralism, especially ontological pluralism (three Worlds) is superficially 
convincing, but ultimately deceptive. All that is required to uncover the true 
monistic character is simple retroductive argument which by way of regress 
singles out and exposes the one ontology. In effect, all Worlds (Popper’s 
and those of others) must pass the test of critical rationalism, which is in 
essence Popper’s true ontology, the one containing the set of procedural 
tests that serve as demarcation criterion of what is ultimately meaningful 
to science and politics Popper’s rationalist position is thus monistic, 
rational and logical to the extreme. His insistence to adhere to these rules 
is truly stoic, and Feyerabend’s objection to this dogmatism is quite 
understandable; it even engenders sympathy.

What then if we push this position to its hypothetical extreme? What would 
ensue m a community where all participants are falsificationists that 
continually eliminate contradictions which are subsequently rectified by 
piecemeal political engineering? Potentially culture and history (space and 
time) would be dealt with in the same manner by all concerned, and 
individual action would be structured by the same logical procedures as 
public action. Politics as a form of social action driven by differences 
would make room for agreement, a large-scale uniform consensus on how 
to deal with everything. Exit politics as we know it - the withering away of
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In both the Oxford and the Collins dictionaries (Sykes 1976:356; Hanks 
1979:520) a close connection is made between ethnicity and race Thus the 
concept of ethnicity has a strong underlying connotation of race, even in 
cases where there is no genetic differentiation But a conceptual framework 
was established with its help which made differentiation between peoples 
in nation-states possible.

After initial hesitation, studies on ethnicity, especially by American 
scientists, gradually increased. There also occurred a gradual movement 
away from the melting pot idea to that of multicultural pluralism 
Unfortunately the latter term became vague over time to include all kinds 
of differences. The end result was that any category of people, from 
feminists to those opposing nuclear weapons, was included in the concept 
of multicultural pluralism. It therefore has little scientific value.

Interest in ethnicity as a phenomenon was stimulated by three conferences 
held in Norway (1969), Puerto Rico (1970) and the USA (1975) and at 
present many journals in the USA and Europe cover one or another aspect 
of the phenomenon Furthermore, schools of thought and specialised fields 
such as ethnoscience, ethnomedieme, ethnohistory, cthnomusicology and 
ethnobotany have developed

If the study of ethnicity had a gradual start in the rest of the world, it 
suffered from delayed action in South Africa. An institution such as 
SABRA' did give attention to the cultural identity of the various ethnic 
groups in South Africa, but was perceived to be a forum for the previous 
government's apartheid policy. Because of this academics at mainly English 
medium universities considered the study of ethnicity virtually taboo. The 
avoidance of ethnicity as a field of study was, however, not limited to South 
Africa. According to Vail (1989:xii) no academic in the whole of Africa 
was prepared to contribute to his composite work on the history of 
Southern African societies in which ethnicity played an important role 
because participation could be seen 'as subversive to the goal of political

Suid-Afrikaanse Buro vir Rasse-aangeleenthede, founded in the nineteen fourties
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to our language, the more we want to hang on to our roots and our culture' 
(Dryden & Vos 1994:69).

This article is primarily based on published sources on ethnicity. The 
abundance of books and articles on the phenomenon required a carefi.il 
selection and reading of data for the present topic. In addition, a close 
scrutiny of the New Constitution of South Africa was also required. It is 
further impossible to discuss a phenomenon such as ethnicity in its entirety 
and complexity in one article. 1 focus mainly on the most important 
manifestations of ethnicity, the foundation on which it is built and its tics 
with other phenomena I also make a provisional examination of how this 
phenomenon has been dealt with in South Africa.

THE MANIFESTATION OF ETHNICITY

The resurgence of ethnicity world-wide may be attributed to the nation­
state’s neglect to take into account all the interests of all its citizen’s. 
Despite the adoption of Charters of Human Rights minority groups feel 
they do not enjoy equal rights with regard to their cultures, legal protection 
and access to the resources of the state (United Nations 1992 :4; Khatami 
1993:25). Nation-building programmes are often perceived as serving the 
interests of the dominant group or elite in the government corps at the 
expense of minority groups (Khatami 1993:228). In reaction, minority 
groups mobilize themselves to obtain (as they see it) a better deal. Such 
mobilization often results in tension, conflict and civil instability. Minority 
groups usually resist forced assimilation which often goes with nation­
building programmes. This may lead to demands for greater territorial 
autonomy or self-government (compare the phenomenon of irridentism) and 
even to attempts at separation such as occurred when Eritrea seceded from 
Ethiopia in 1993.

The revival of ethnicity has been explained variously. In some cases it was 
simply equated with racism (also see Jenkins 1997:81-84 in this regard) 
The mere fact, however, that people with the same physical appearances 
are also involved in ethnic conflict proves that the revival of ethnicity 
cannot be reduced to racism. The conflict between the French and English­
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speaking Canadians, between the Catholics and Protestants in Northern 
Ireland and the Singhalese and T amil-speakers in Sri-Lanka are some of the 
best known examples in this regard Except perhaps for the Pan-African 
movement and the Black Power movement [compare for example the 
National Association for Advancement of Coloured People and the Black 
Caucus as well as the Klu Klux KlanJ in America, which unite people for 
ideological reasons on racial grounds, there is little evidence that physical 
characteristics as such can collectively unite people to the extent that they 
can be regarded as a main cause for the revival of ethnicity. At the most, 
physical appearance can be regarded as a 'marker' or criterion of ethnicity 
as is the case with many Afrikaners in South Africa (whiteness) and the 
Tutsi, who distinguish themselves from the other ethnic components in 
Rwanda and Burundi on the grounds of their long body length and other 
physical features. Despite the controversy that the term 'race' has 
precipitated in anthropological and other circles (which has discouraged 
scientific studies of the phenomenon so that it has virtually disappeared 
from the anthropological agenda) one wholeheartedly agrees with Jenkins’ 
suggestion that,

... the 'problem of race' is currently underplayed within 
anthropology and that adopting a social constructionist model of 
ethnicity neither requires nor entitles us to mdulge in such a 
neglect (Jenkins 1997:49).

Marxist-oriented scholars whose theories are based on class inequality 
object to attempts at stratifying society in terms of ethnic groups. They 
condemn talk of the revival of ethnicity in the strongest language and 
consider it to be 'vile figments, lies and myths, . . .manipulated by leading 
capitalist circles in order to fragment and weaken the international 
proletariat' (Fishman 1985:7). But, is the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union, Yugoslavia and other Communist states in Eastern Europe merely 
a figment of the imagination or an hallucination? These countries once 
served as the model for Marxist theories. We have ample evidence that it 
was mainly ethnic forces which led to the disintegration of these nation­
states.
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look at the foundations of ethnicity which are closely related to the 
aforementioned binding elements of ethnic identity.

FOUNDATIONS OF ETHNIC IDENTITY

Ethnic identity can only be understood if we focus on people who form its 
mainspring According to Landmann (1971:203) humankind lives in a 
cultural world. People are compelled to create culture in association with 
other members of society in order to survive. We therefore have to look at 
the interaction between humans and at culture to find the foundation of 
ethnicity.

Humans differ from animals (who are guided by their instincts) in that they 
come into the world as incomplete beings with imperfect instincts. But, 
humans have exceptional intellectual gifts such as observation, reasoning, 
an imagination and the abilities to talk and learn. These gifts enable people 
to create a world of their own, namely culture. Human nature necessitates 
the creation of culture so that humans can physically survive m their 
geographical environment and live together with other people in an orderly 
manner and in harmony with the supernatural being(s) they worship These 
creative actions encompass a number of cultural systems such as economic, 
military, health, social, political, educational, religious and legal systems 
as well as artistic creations and language.

The particular role played by language in culture i.e. organising people 
within a cultural context and expressing everything that forms part of 
culture, is self-evident. This includes the emotional aspect of people which 
is expressed by means of art forms such as music, literature, drama and 
sculpture. A person's emotional nature is, however, not only linked to 
artistic expression but can also be a powerful force behind the mobilising 
of people in an ethnic context for a particular purpose.

The said different cultural systems do not function separately but form an 
integrated whole. The basis of the integration is the deep seated values 
which come into being as members of a cultural group adapt in order to 
survive in the natural habitat. In this process of adaptation people develop
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