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Almost three decades after the birth of a non-racial 
and non-sexist democracy, there is an urgent need to 
review public policies and discourse on the role of arts, 
culture and heritage in South Africa. 

MISTRA’s book titled Mintihro ya Vulavula (‘actions 
speak louder than words’) examines the role of arts 
and culture in consolidating our nascent democracy 
and in transforming society. Contributors explore 
the role and value of arts, culture and heritage from 
a transdisciplinary perspective, enriched by cross-
generational contributions from both young and more 
established artists, cultural practitioners, activists and 
scholars.

Mintirho ya Vulavula: 
Arts, national identities and democracy in South Africa

A research project 
by the Mapungubwe 
Institute for Strategic 

Reflection (MISTRA) on 
“Arts, Development 

and Democracy in 
South Africa” 

Launched February 2021

The book aims to reposition the value of arts in South 
Africa’s democratic transition. It asserts arts and 
culture’s long-term strategic fit in society, especially in 
facilitating social transformation, nation-building and 
social cohesion. 
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MISTRA’s book examines the role of arts 
and culture in consolidating our nascent 
democracy and in transforming society. 
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Key findings 
• Arts and culture were integral to the fight against apartheid, and still have a valuable role to play in the 

democratic era.
• The delay in updating the 2006 White Paper on Arts, Culture and Heritage has undermined the role of arts 

and culture in transforming South Africa’s political economy.
• Arts and culture are not restricted to entertainment. They also encompass key pillars of the modern state 

such as education, law, commerce and environmental concerns. 
• Popular youth music and theatre, even where not overtly political, are important expressions of critical 

engagement with broader cultural, social and political issues. 
• South Africa’s multiculturalism, ethnic diversity and racial differences defy the idea of a single, homogenous 

identity. Diversity is a strong basis for nation-building and social cohesion, and its cultural expressions are 
therefore to be supported. 

RECOMMENDATIONS:
As a language understood by many, arts and culture should inform society’s efforts against socio-economic 
injustices, gender-based violence, xenophobia and the rampant abuse of state power. The sector is still guided 
by a White Paper that came into effect in 1996. Some of the policies therein have been overtaken by events, and 
hence the urgent need to finalise the revised version, which has been in the pipeline since 2015. Below are policy 
recommendations based on findings in MISTRA’s book, Mintirho ya Vulavula. Some are already present in current 
policy but require emphasis and better enforcement.

On arts and cultural struggles
• Policy flowing from the 2017 Draft White Paper 

on Arts, Culture and Heritage should support the 
establishment of new institutions that prioritise 
transformation of the sector, such as community 
arts councils. In the 1996 White Paper, cultural 
policy was limited to conceptions of art as it 
related to national identity, core creative practice, 
and funding for the erection and maintenance of 
cultural infrastructure. However, with the advent 
of digital media, and arts and culture’s dynamic 
intersection with economic markets, there have 
been shifts in understandings of the sector which 
paved the way for the creative economy idea. 
Community councils would help to foster this. 

• Government must support artists to produce 
work that contributes to resolving everyday 
socio-economic challenges in South Africa. 
Arts and culture should not be treated as islands 
within society, but rather as entwined into our 
daily existence, including with the work we do, 
the work environment itself and broader societal 
engagements. Discourse around issues of race, 
class, nationality and gender should be fostered in 
the public sphere also through the arts. 

On arts, culture and the youth
• Policy needs to reflect and take account of youth 

artistic and cultural activities, and deliberately 
incorporate young people into policy-making 
processes. Youth artistic genres such as music, 
theatre and visual arts – including graffiti – engage 
critically with broader social issues, even where 
these projects are not overt political statements. 

• There should be compulsory representation 
of the youth in political, economic, social and 

cultural initiatives. This will ensure the views 
of the youth are heard, and that they have the 
opportunity to create the future articulated in 
their contemporary struggles.

• Policy must create and support community arts 
and youth cultural programmes at local as well as 
national levels. This would help to foster a sense 
of belonging and recognition amoungst young 
artists, and would also enable the safeguarding 

Arts and culture should not be treated as 
islands in society, but rather as entwined 

into our daily existence. 
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of African traditions. This aspect is missing in the 
1996 White Paper.

• Policy should foster a stronger presence for arts 
and culture in school-level education. Science, 
technology, engineering and maths (STEM) skills 

are crucial but society also requires cultural and 
emotional intelligence, and the empathy fostered 
by the arts. Government should develop strategies 
to reduce the humanistic skills gap evident in the 
school system and to encourage transdisciplinarity. 

On arts, social cohesion and nation-building
• Arts and culture policy initiatives must ensure 

that indigenous national cultures, sub-cultures 
and social formations continue to (re)constitute 
themselves around nation-building and culture 
re-building. South Africa need not follow a 
homogenous European approach to nation-
building, but should develop a multicultural, 
multilingual, postcolonial society based on 
equality-in-diversity as a precondition for unity. 
This is recognised in the latest Revised Draft White 
Paper (2017), which speaks of transforming South 
Africa into an inclusive society based on equality. 
The Draft Paper thus moves away from ‘rainbow-
ism’, tacitly recognising it as mythical and only 
working for post-1994 and established elites. 

• Government programmes should make arts 
and culture increasingly inclusive of migrant 
communities based in South Africa. Migrant 
communities are currently on the margins of 
mainstream local arts and culture. This means 
more artistic initiatives are needed to advance 
the African Union’s Agenda 2063 vision of an 
integrated, prosperous and peaceful Africa. 

• Cultural policy must reflect and foster diversity 
and encourage deeper negotiation between 
different sub-cultures in daily interactions. No 
one subculture should be portrayed as more 
important than another. South Africa’s diversity is 
a strong basis for social cohesion. 

On arts and local communities 
• The numbers of libraries, community centres 

and parks should be increased. These centres 
should serve the community in ways that go 
beyond cultural issues; for example, they could be 
used for varied community meetings. In this way, 
such centres could help to make different forms 
of cultural and non-cultural activity accessible to 
everyone.

• The retail book industry should be regulated to 
protect small, independent publishers, who have 
the ability to penetrate remote areas and small 

communities. This is key to developing a reading 
culture in South Africa.

• Arts and culture policy documents should not only 
be written in English, as is largely the case now. 
They need to be in indigenous languages as well 
as in audio and other formats. Communities with 
disadvantaged backgrounds find English-only and text-
only policy documents alienating and inaccessible, in 
an environment where a reading culture needs to be 
cultivated and a wider audience reached. 

On the protection of indigenous arts, cultures and languages
• South Africa’s cultural policies must encompass 

greater appreciation for the value of African 
indigenous knowledge systems (AIKS), including 
language. AIKS constitute a reservoir of vast 
knowledge that has been allowed to lie dormant 
despite the solutions it presents for some of the 
challenges facing humanity. 

• Government ministries and community cultural 
workers should help to bring indigenous cultures 
and traditions into school and tertiary education 

syllabi. Currently, the responsibility for this lies 
with educators who may not be familiar with the 
wide spectrum of arts or cultural issues. 

• Policy should aim to support indigenous-language 
publishing aimed at citizens outside of formal 
schooling. At present, such publishing is aimed 
mainly at learners in institutions from Grade R to 
Grade 12. This is inadequate if arts, culture and 
heritage are to be useful in consolidating democracy. 

• Policy should be clear on how to hold down and 
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The published book containing the research report entitled Mintirho ya 
Vulavula: Arts, national identities and democracy in South Africa can be 
purchased from: sales@jacana.co.za | Tel: +27 011 628 3200

To contact MISTRA
Tel: +27 11 518 0260 | Fax: +27 11 518 0266

Email: web@mistra.org.za | Web: www.mistra.org.za
Address: Cypress Place North,

Woodmead Business Park,
142 Western Service Road,

Woodmead, Johannesburg, 2191
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protect communal intellectual property, which 
should be owned by a cultural community, 
rather than individuals. Indigenous art such as 
Ndebele paintings and Maskandi music seem to be 

unevenly accommodated in government policy and 
programmes. This gap is then open to exploitation 
by market forces.

On arts, culture and the digital space
• Government policy should support the virtual 

platforms for arts and culture that have emerged 
in the face of COVID-19. The pandemic has 
intensified the problems besetting the arts and 
cultural sector. However, the sector is exhibiting 
some adaptation strategies through virtual 
platforms, which should be supported. 

• Policy for existing schooling should make 
provision for young people to gain hard and soft 
digital skills. These have become indispensable in 
a changing environment, including for the creation 

of new cultural forms. 
• Policy must be agile, to protect the rights of artists 

in digital spaces. While technology has allowed 
contemporary musicians to do quite a lot (record, 
(re)mix, master and distribute) by themselves, it 
has also increased copyright piracy. 

• Future arts/culture policy must address the 
digital divide by advocating for equitable access 
to ICT infrastructure. This is particularly important 
for artists at local levels to maximise opportunities 
for income and for visibility. 

On arts, culture and heritage during pandemics 
• Policy should facilitate wider access to high-speed 

internet. COVID-19 has taught us the importance of 
reducing dependency on physical interaction for the 
creation and consumption of artistic products. Thus, 
virtual interactions, streaming and online spaces 
must become accessible domains not only for 
urbanites, but for all communities in South Africa. 

• There is a need for policy initiatives that bridge 
the divide between tradition/customs and 

government interventions necessary to deal 
with pandemics. This will reduce resistance to 
such government initiatives, especially where a 
pandemic has disrupted some aspects of traditions/
cultures. For example, COVID-19 has inhibited 
the practice of certain rituals related to burials 
because of concerns about traditional ceremonies 
becoming virus super-spreader events. 


