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Abstract

In this article, the representation in 3 prescribed Grade 12 history textbooks of the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale is analysed to
determine how these texts shape learners’ perspectives on this important slice of South African history. The selected
textbooks are used by schools that follow the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS), i.e. South African
public schools. In the study reported on here I focused on the silence in these textbooks on the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale
(1987 and 1988), which was part of the South African Border War. The critical discourse analysis (CDA) approach was used
to expose the textual silences on and the normalisation of the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale, a battle trivialised and disowned at
the time by generals of the South African Defence Force (SADF). In contrast, various historians, political scientists and
journalists, in South Africa and abroad, supported in their writings an opposing view, namely that the SADF was defeated by
Cuban forces and the People’s Armed Forces for the Liberation of Angola (FAPLA). I propose in this article that silences
such as these preclude learners from forming an accurate and complete understanding of South Africa’s complicated history
and prevent them from acquiring the critical-thinking skills that are at the very core of the discipline.
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Introduction

PW Botha, after assuming power as the leader of the apartheid government of South Africa in 1978, designed a
strategy of total onslaught to destabilise the Southern African states hosting uMkhonto We Sizwe (MK), the
armed wing of the African National Congress. Several houses in Botswana, Swaziland and Lesotho hosting MK
members were attacked and bombed, resulting in the death of MK members and citizens of the neighbouring
states, including children. The South African Defence Force (SADF) threatened to attack the governments of
Botswana, Swaziland, Tanzania and Zambia if they continued to host MK members. Some of these countries
resolved to collaborate with Botha’s regime and evicted MK members from their countries.

The Angolans were not prepared to be intimidated by Pretoria and were supported by Cubans. This led to
the South African Border War (1987 to 1989), with the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale as an integral part of this war.
South Africa and the United States of America (USA) were opposed to the People’s Movement for the
Liberation of Angola (MPLA), with its ties to communism, taking over the government from the Portuguese. At
the time, the two countries shared good relations. In addition, South Africa had established an extensive
hydro-electric scheme at Ruacana on the Cunene River with the approval of the previous Portuguese
government in Angola and needed to protect this interest. South Africa made an alliance with the National
Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA), which was opposed to the MPLA government. A
combined force of UNITA and the SADF attacked the People’s Armed Forces for the Liberation of Angola
(FAPLA), the armed wing of the MPLA on the Lomba River where 6,000 FAPLA soldiers were annihilated by
the SADF. FAPLA was forced to retreat to Cuito Cuanavale and the SADF and UNITA continued their constant
attacks. At the request of FAPLA commanders who the SADF had trapped at Cuito Cuanavale, Fidel Castro
deployed 35,000 Cuban troops with the best pilots and advanced modern military aircraft, artillery and tanks to
attack the SADF and UNITA, in the process destroying two aircraft and resulting in casualties for the SADF and
UNITA. The SADF resolved to withdraw from the war to avoid more casualties (Baines, 2015; Campbell,
1990).

After the war, a war of words erupted, which was led by Fidel Castro who claimed that the SADF was
badly beaten during the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale. His perspective was vigorously opposed by General
Geldenhuys, the commander in chief of the SADF, who, supported by other generals, asserted that the SADF
did not attack Cuito Cuanavale. Apart from these diametrically opposing viewpoints, there is a moderate
viewpoint, supported by other members of the SADF which claims victory in other areas except at Cuito
Cuanavale. The view of a stalemate between two fighting parties was advanced by journalist, Fred Bridgland
(Scholtz, 2011). Geldenhuys acknowledged that there was a hype about the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale, and he
asserted that judging by the number of books published — either on paper or on the internet — the (probably
mostly White) public’s interest in the so-called Border War was ostensibly at an all-time high. Therefore, the
Battle of Cuito Cuanavale was not only an unprecedented event on the battlefront, but it continued to be a
subject of intense discussion among journalists, politicians and historians long after the war had ended. This
demonstrates its historical significance in Africa and around the world (Scholtz, 2011). Although discourse
analysis is not based on the historical thinking framework which is the basis of historical education, the textual
analysis method and the analysis of the diametrically opposing viewpoints could be used to analyse primary
sources and different perspectives to enhance history education.
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In this article I explore the silences relating to
the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale by exploring
linguistic features in the development of texts in the
three sampled textbooks. I also analyse the
cognitive process by which a text is produced,
which includes the writing, speaking and designing
of a text, and an analysis of the processes by which
the text is received by the human subjects (learners)
through reading, listening and hearing. Finally, I
delve into the socio-historical and political
conditions under which the texts had been
constructed. I also employ textual analysis, which
is a method of text analysis embedded in critical
discourse analysis (CDA), to reveal silences and
hidden agendas that are designed to perpetuate
injustices  against  previously = marginalised
communities. The Battle of Cuito Cuanavale has
become a battle of narratives, metanarratives and
hegemonic and counter-hegemonic projects to
undermine the role played by Angolans and Cubans
in the event, and to reduce an unprecedented
historical moment to a mere skirmish of the
Angolan War.

Methodology

The key question guiding this study was: What are
the silences on Cuito Cuanavale in the three
prescribed Grade 12 South African history
textbooks?

To respond to this key question, CDA located
within qualitative research design was used. The
research design is located within the critical
paradigm and is premised on the critical theory
which is historically associated with three leading
critical theorists of the original Frankfurt School:
Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse. This is the first
systematic effort to employ traditional empirical
research techniques to the refinement and testing of
propositions derived from the Marxist tradition
(Asghar, 2013). “Critical theory seeks human
emancipation to liberate human beings from the
circumstances that enslave them” and, therefore, it
“challenges the status quo and strives for a
balanced and democratic society” (Asghar,
2013:3123).

The CDA approach developed by Fairclough
(1995) enables a researcher to explore the structural
relationships, both opaque and transparent, of
dominance, discrimination, power and control as
they manifest in a language. The CDA is an
ever-expanding interdisciplinary research
movement comprising several distinct approaches,
both in terms of theory and methodology, to the
study of language. In this approach, language is
regarded as a form of social practice and scholars
busy themselves with investigating hidden power
relations and ideologies embedded in discourse.
The goal is not to merely observe, but to challenge

the power relations or social problems under
investigation, and to intervene actively to change
these issues to benefit society.

Textual analysis was used as a tool to analyse
the three textbooks in respect of linguistic
properties and textual silences. According to
Fairclough and Fairclough (2015), textual analysis
could include the analysis of the grammar used in
phrases, simple sentences and complex syntactic
structures, as well as analysis of the meanings of
words, more complex semantic structures
(including metaphors, semantic fields and cognitive
frames), and of larger units of written and spoken
texts. Special attention is given to modality and
grammatical structures that typically convey
attitude (i.e. modal auxiliaries and adverbs,
evaluative adjectives, and verbs of knowledge,
prediction and evaluation). Secondly, attention is
paid to the model of transitivity, which explicates
how the clause can convey meaning, especially in
terms of the participants (actor, goal), process
(action, event) and circumstances. Finally, lexical
items (metaphors, euphemisms, weasel words,
words of abuse and endearment, etc.) are analysed
to determine their contribution to shaping
perspectives (Simpson, 1993).

Fairclough  (1992) has proposed a
three-dimensional model of CDA based on this
theory. The model contains text, discursive
practices and social practices. Three textbooks,
namely, Viva History, Via Afrika History and Spot
On History were sampled. The three sampled
textbooks have been approved by history subject
specialist of the Department of Basic Education as
suitable and representative of South African
history. The initial sampling included the
above-mentioned textbooks as well as the
following: In search of History, Focus History and
New Generation Textbooks. The scanning of the six
textbooks revealed serious omissions of primary
sources relating to the battle of Cuito Cuanavale
and after being subjected to document analysis,
major flaws in the textbooks made them difficult to
analyse. The sample of textbooks was then reduced
to three textbooks in which the Battle of Cuito
Cuanavale was represented. The most popular
textbook in South Africa is Spot On History, which
has been included in the sample (Dugmore,
Friedman, Minter & Nicol, 2013). It is not feasible
to analyse all approved textbooks, and it is also not
realistic to assess entire textbooks but rather focus
on a “critical discourse moment” or historically
significant moment such as the Battle of Cuito
Cuanavale for text analysis. Janks (2005) suggests
the use of eight linguistic features to analyse texts,
namely, metaphor, modality, sequencing of
information, coherence, lexical cohesion, narrative
frame, normalisation, and transitivity.
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Analytical Framework

CDA wuses a three-pronged approach. Firstly,
discursive events (e.g. interviews, conversations,
newspapers and articles) in textual format are
analysed as instances of discourse and social
practice (Fairclough, 1992:269). Text practices, on
a linguistic level, pertain to the choice of words,
which include vocabulary and grammar.
Vocabulary is at word level, and grammar is at
sentence level. Secondly, the text is analysed in
terms of how it was produced and is received, with
the roles of the participants in the communication
cycle (writer or speaker, a channel of
communication and a recipient) under scrutiny.
Lastly, the social practice, ideology and political
context that govern the process of producing the
text are analysed. According to Fairclough (1992),
each of these prongs requires a different kind of
analysis: text analysis (description); processing
analysis  (interpretation) and social analysis
(explanation) (Janks, 1997).

In historical writing representation is always a
key issue in any discourse about the past. The
distinction between these different types of
discourses about the past points to different types
of experiences with the past — memory connects
with the lived experience (testimony), and history
is related to the reconstruction of this experience
into a historical discourse. Historians and textbook
writers are distanced from the event such as the
Battle of Cuito Cuanavale and need to rely on the
memories of the participants and eyewitnesses,
which include, among others, generals of the
SADF, conscripts, young MKs and journalists who
were at the battlefield, Soviet Union and Cuban
advisors, as well as military personnel (Achugar,
2017:299).

Literature Review

Textbook writing

In this section I explore examples of studies on
how political and hegemonic perspectives are
reflected in the writing of history textbooks.
Secondly, the literature relating to the sampled
content area, the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale, is
analysed.

While acknowledging that there was a need to
end the dominance of one narrative and to end the
Eurocentric perspective, Engelbrecht (2008), a
social and human science scholar, decries the
emergence of one new hegemony, a black
Africanist perspective, at the expense of others
reflecting the dominant section of the South
African society which replaced the Afrikaner
nationalist perspective. She claims that new myths
and new silences were introduced, which ensured
that only one voice was once again dominant — this
time, the voice of Black South Africans. In
supporting her argument, she claims that
multi-perspectivity, a crucial and non-negotiable

element of post-modern historiography, has been
disregarded.

Van Eeden (2010) supports the concern raised
by Engelbrecht and she denounces the political
interference in the development of textbooks. She
claims that publishers of textbooks are interested in
appeasing the Ministry of Basic Education rather
than doing justice to the discipline of history. She
analysed nine approved textbooks that were
published in 2007 and used in 2008.

Denise Bentrovato (2017), academic scholar
and an expert in textbook writing, examined past
and present work on the writing of history
textbooks in divided and post-conflict societies.
She indicates that critical textbook studies have
revealed that the content of textbooks is far from
neutral, and has reproduced and legitimised the
beliefs, values and norms of dominant groups in
society. She regards the added value of
post-conflict textbook work as having the potential
to provide a context for positive intergroup
engagement and dialogue which could facilitate
reconciliation (Bentrovato, 2017).

Maphosa (2014) makes a great attempt to use
CDA to analyse the construction of African
consciousness in five textbooks. Some of the
findings show that textbooks construct Africans
based on their living space in Africa and do not
appear to acknowledge the presence of Africans in
other parts of the world.

The four studies referred to above highlight
the areas of South African history content which
have been neglected and misrepresented or silenced
by textbook writers.

Analysis of text and intertextuality on the Battle of
Cuito Cuanavale

According to Kristeva (1980), intertextuality in a
text entails that several utterances, taken from other
texts, intersect and interact. Kristeva divides
intertextuality into two categories, namely,
horizontal and vertical intertextuality. Horizontal
intertextuality is the relationship between the text
and texts that were produced later, while vertical
intertextuality is the relationship between the text
and other texts that form its immediate or less
immediate  context. As part of vertical
intertextuality, in this section I analyse the three
textbooks in respect of the representations of the
Battle of Cuito Cuanavale. These texts are used to
neutralise, support and validate the claims in the
three textbooks.

Even today, the question remains: Who won
the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale? One possible
answer, proposed by the late Cuban leader, Fidel
Castro, was that Cuba, the Angolan MPLA
government and the Namibian rebel movement,
South  West Africa People’s Organisation
(SWAPO), secured a decisive victory at Cuito
Cuanavale (Scholtz, 2021:2013). According to
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Scholtz (2021), after the war, Geldenhuys
reportedly told Bridgland, a journalist with access
to rebels and the SADF in Southern Angola, that
the Cubans had put the spotlight on Cuito
Cuanavale. He indicated that he in fact forbade the
then Chief of the Army, General Kat Liebenberg, to
take Cuito Cuanavale. Geldenhuys also stated that
the SADF did not attack Cuito Cuanavale (Scholtz,
2021:198).

Baines (2015) calls it the battle of memories
under scrutiny, with ongoing arguments over which
side won the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale. According
to Scholtz (2021), Fidel Castro indicated that at
Cuito Cuanavale the South African aggression
broke its teeth and all this with a minimum of
casualties — minimum casualties on the part of the
Angolan and Cuban forces. In fact, the Battle
changed the balance of power and influence. The
SADF had suffered a crushing defeat at Cuito
Cuanavale.

Campbell (1990), an international scholar on
peace and justice and a Jamaican professor of
African American Studies and Political Science at
the University of Syracuse, New York, also
opposes the Geldenhuys view and asserts the
following:

A major battle took place on the Lomba river when

the SADF clashed with the forces of FAPLA, both

with offensive weapons. After a fierce battle the

Angolans retreated to Cuito Cuanavale and SADF

laid the siege. The commanders of the SADF had

expected to overrun in retreat but by the end of

December the South Africans had lost more than

230 soldiers and UNITA over 1,000. The South

Africans lost over 41 aircraft, three helicopters and

over 31 vehicles. (Campbell, 1990:22-23)

After the engagement at the Lomba river, the
SADF launched assaults on enemy positions in the
Tumpo triangle. According to Gavin Baines
(2009:16), it was the ultimate engagement at Cuito
Cuanavale and the losses suffered there by the
SADF that effectively ended the Border War:

This protracted conflict veered between intense

large-scale  conventional  engagements and

standoffs. During the ensuing stalemate, the
fortunes and objectives of the warring parties
changed frequently. Ultimately, it was the loss of
the SAAF’s [South African Air Force] air

superiority that proved telling as the ground forces
had to withdraw or face the prospect of having
their escape routes cut off. The likelihood of
sustaining heavy losses of National Service Men
(NSM) would have been politically disastrous for
the apartheid government ... It was the SADF
whose teeth had been broken. For the first time
ever the Cubans threatened the Namibian border
and the SADF appeared vulnerable. The
announcement by the Chief of the SADF, General
Jannie Geldenhuys, of a massive call up in mid-
1988 attests to this. It was the South Africans who
sued for peace and brokered the negotiations that
culminated in their withdrawal from Namibia and
of Cuban forces from Angola.
The analysis of these texts reveals that the Battle of
Cuito Cuanavale was part of the largest war in
Africa since the Second World War and the event
has generated a huge body of literature around the
world (Baines, 2015). The event had different
role-players with their own agendas, namely Cuba
and the Soviet Union who were communist states
supporting the MPLA government and FAPLA
forces, while the USA and South Africa supported
UNITA. Their agenda was to protect capitalism and
apartheid respectively. The Angolans, Namibians
and South Africans who fought on the side of
Angola wanted independence and democracy. The
history textbooks should have included primary
sources from some of the studies that have been
analysed. The experiences of some of the authors
such as Holt, General Geldenhuys and journalists
such as Bridgland who were witnesses of this battle
would have enriched the textbooks and made them
more suitable for the enhancement of history
education.

Analysis and interpretation of the findings

In this section the extracts from the three textbooks
are analysed using linguistic features developed by
Halliday (1985) and Janks (1997), which include
metaphor, euphemism, modality, transitivity,
sequencing of information, coherence and lexical
cohesion. The analysis also includes different types
of silences identified in sampled texts. Findings
from the three textbooks are tabulated for ease of
reference: Via Afrika History (Table 1); Spot On
History (Table 2); and Viva History (Table 3).
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Table 1 Description in Via Afrika History

Page

Linguistic features Related extracts numbers Comments

Metaphor Outweighs the risk 136 The use of indirect language

Modality — degree of FAPLA enjoyed “some” 137 The authors are uncertain and do not

uncertainty successes and “almost” provide evidence.
defeated UNITA.

South Africa realised that

there was “little positive” to “[L]ittle positive” shows a certain level
be achieved by a decision not of uncertainty.

to intervene.

If UNITA was defeated, What problem? This is ambiguity created
there would be serious to hide the facts.

military and political The language is ambiguous. If FAPLA
“problems.” was defeated, how many men were killed
South Africa's intervention at and wounded?

Cuito Cuanavale was a The use of terms such as “disaster” and
disaster for FAPLA. The “crushing” clearly shows that there was
“defeat inflicted” on FAPLA an attempt to normalise the defeat of
was so “crushing” that it FAPLA. The use of nouns, “disaster”,
“changed the strategic “defeat” and “crushing” instead of verbs
situation beyond also act as normalisation strategies.
recognition.”

Normalisation Use of nouns such as 137 The use of these nouns instead of verbs
“disaster” and “crushing” is meant to normalise the defeat of
instead of verbs. FAPLA.

Use or abuse of language for ~ “Disaster” and “crushing.” 137 This version is a demonstration of the

ideological bias hegemonic project of apartheid and falls

within the order of discourse which is the
invincibility of the White man.

The authors are biased, given that the
SADF represented the White government
and Cuba and Angola represented the
Black perspective.

Sequencing of information Cuito Cuanavale was a 137 The authors appear to discount the
disaster for FAPLA. participation of Cuba and the Soviet

Union.

Coherence No systemic articulation of The authors are unable to select facts and
events, it is just an arrange them in a chronological order,
interpretation and focus is on the minor discourse moment
assumption. and real battle is excluded.

Lexical cohesion The textbook began with the 137 Interpretation and assumptions are not

Verbs changed into nouns statement “FAPLA a logically sequenced.

Euphemism — “disaster” and ~ disaster” and the defeat “[D]isaster” and “crushing” should have

“crushing” FAPLA is considered to be been replaced by a mild word such as
“crushing.” There is no “defeat” or the verb, “defeated.”
evidence provided to support
this conclusion.

Textual silences Only presenting the South 137 There are silences about the Cuban,

Manipulative silences African perspective on the Angolan and African National Congress

Discreet silences Battle of Cuito Cuanavale (ANC) version that the “SADF was
and concluding that the battle badly beaten.”
was a disaster for FAPLA. Viewpoints of journalists and other

historians who believe that the battle was
a stalemate situation have also been
excluded.

Transitivity The Angolan army (goal) 137 The use of passive voice and agent-

Halliday (1985) defines
transitivity as the grammar of
the clause.

The lion (actor) caught
(material process) the tourist
(goal).

Agent-deletion:

Actor, material process and
goal

was repelled (material
process) by SADF (actor)
acting on behalf of UNITA.
The “defeat inflicted” on
FAPLA was so “crushing”
that it “changed the strategic
situation beyond
recognition.”

deletion.
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Table 2 Description in Spot On History

Linguistic features

Related extracts

Page numbers

Comments

Metaphor

Modality — degree of
uncertainty

Sequencing of information

Coherence

Lexical cohesion

Textual silences
Manipulative silences

Transitivity

The lion (actor) caught
(material process) the tourist
(goal)

Actor, material process and
goal

“[R]each the climax in many
ways”

The battle between the MPLA
(aided by Cuba) and South
Africans brought the conflict
to a climax in many ways.
“Several” battles.

Instead of the outcome, in
terms of who lost the battle,
there is a jump to the
aftermath of the war, which is
the withdrawal of the Cubans
and the South Africans,
leading to the independence
of Namibia.

The source indicates that the
Cubans and the SADF
clashed for decades and in
1987 the battle escalated into
the second largest military
confrontation in African
history.

The Angolan army received
Cuban reinforcements at
Cuito Cuanavale, and this led
to the end of South African
siege.

The Angola army wanted to
finally subdue UNITA, but
the SADF intervened.

There is no mention of battles
prior to Cuito Cuanavale —
especially the Battle of
Somer, where the SADF
defeated FAPLA after which
FAPLA retreated to Cuito
Cuanavale, which was sieged
by the SADF. Cuba came to
the rescue.

The Angolan Army was
repelled in a series of battles
during which the SADF once
again intervened on UNITA’s
behalf.

142

142

142

141

141

The authors use a metaphor to
suggest that there was balance of
power, the SADF was no longer
ruling the skies and the Cubans
took over.

The use of words such as “several”
shows uncertainty.

The authors are silent on the
number of participants and
casualties.

The authors did not arrange their
sentences in a sequential manner,
and the reason is that there was
deliberate omission of information,
which undermined the sequence of
events.

The absence of sequence
undermined the coherence of the
text.

The authors chose a moment in the
war, and this choice obstructed the
coherence of the text. Too much
generalisation is not supported by
facts.

There are no deductive or inductive
approaches where a programme
moves from inferences to
specificity, or vice versa.

There are no facts, no mention of
the number of casualties, loss of
military equipment — the Cuban
version has been partly excluded.
There is no emphatic
acknowledgement of the defeat of
the SADF.

The use of the passive voice
(agent-deletion) clearly shows that
the authors believed that the SADF
and UNITA had the upper hand.
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Table 3 Description in Viva History

Linguistic features

Extracts

Page numbers

Comments

Modality — degree of
uncertainty, speculation.
Modal operators.

May, will, would, should,
must, ought to, has to, had to
Sequencing of information

Coherence

Lexical cohesion

Textual silences
Manipulative silences
Discreet silences

If the SADF had moved beyond
Cuito Cuanavale they would
have gained significant
advantage in Angola.

Cuito Cuanavale had a
significant impact on the future
of Southern Africa.

The Angolan Army and Cuban
fighters brought the military
aggression of apartheid to a halt
through military action.

“The SADF helped UNITA and
FNLA [National Front for the
Liberation of Angola] forces
who wanted to take control of
key areas in Angola,
particularly the capital city,
Luanda.”

“The SADF helped UNITA and
FNLA forces who wanted to
take control of key areas in
Angola, particularly the capital
city Luanda. A small but
strategic town would shape the
future of Southern Africa.
Mandela said it turned out to be
a turning point in the struggle
for the liberation of our
continent. If the SADF was able
to move beyond Cuito
Cuanavale they would have had
gained significant advantage in
Angola and essentially would
have split the country in two.”
The SADF was stopped and
could not move beyond Cuito
Cuanavale.

SADF generals deliberately
claimed that Cuito Cuanavale
did not take place and attempted
to normalise this version, which
has been reproduced over time
to reduce the battle into a
skirmish.

130

130

130

130

130

There are silences on the fact that
the SADF had been stopped, lost
tanks and lost 23 conscripts and
230 SADF soldiers while UNITA
lost hundreds of men in the battle.
This is a sweeping statement with
no facts to back it up. If the battle
is called Cuito Cuanavale, the
authors do not indicate what
happened.

It implies that the SADF and
UNITA had attacked Cuito
Cuanavale and were repelled by
the Cubans and the MPLA. The
authors should have brought this to
a logical conclusion by indicating
how the SADF was stopped.
There is no coherence between
these sentences and the topic of the
Battle of Cuito Cuanavale.
Instead of mentioning the fact that
control was taken, a transitional
narrative format “wanted to take
control” is used to illustrate that
the authors were uncertain or
wanted to hide facts.

There are hidden messages
suggesting that the Battle of Cuito
Cuanavale shaped the political
future of South Africa and also
Southern Africa.

Self-evident truths are used to
show the irrelevance of the other
side.

The text is silent on the siege on
FAPLA and the defeat of the
SADF by Cuban forces.

Some generals subscribed to the
discrete silences which are part of
a norm and control system in the
army and did not want to divulge
what happened at Cuito Cuanavale.
At that stage the dominant political
group presented their reality as
common knowledge through
emphasising that “nothing
happened.”

Discussion

The authors of the Spot On History (see Table 2)
use emotive language and metaphor (“reach
climax”) instead of using straight-forward language
to explain that exchanges of fire in the air or on the
ground took place. The textbook is limited to
outlining this battle. The motive for UNITA and
the SADF to go on the offensive at Cuito

Cuanavale is not provided. The use of metaphor
may suggest an element of uncertainty, which
Janks (1997) characterises as modal of uncertainty.
The sequencing of sentences also shows gaps, as no
facts or quantification are used to support the
judgement in “largest military confrontation.” This
would appear to be an exaggeration. The Battle of
Cuito Cuanavale was indeed part of the largest war
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on the continent but somehow authors did not find
the abundant evidence from other sources referred
to in this article. The omission of facts could have
been driven by manipulative silences. The
unmasking of this text brings a deeper
understanding of whose interests it served — those
who were dominant in the past and those who are
in power at present. These silences demonstrate the
facts to support the achievement of Blacks in this
“largest confrontation” because the SADF (Whites)
was defeated and this is the reason why
quantification is limited. This shows control of the
narrative by those in power at the time (the SADF)
and those currently in power (the ANC). Should the
truth be unmasked, both groups would lose faith as
it would show that the SADF (the strongest army in
Africa) was defeated by the Cuban-led forces while
the ANC with its military wing, MK, played no
role in this battle. Therefore, minimising this battle
in textbooks will benefit both the former and
current governments.

In Via Afrika History (see Table 1) the
narrative on the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale is not
supported by sources. The authors use hyperbole
and dysphemism (“disaster” and “crushing”) to
exaggerate FAPLA’s defeat. It is evident that the
authors promote the distorted version of a South
African victory over FAPLA without mentioning
the scene of the defeat. In addition, these words are
modal nouns and not verbs, which results in
normalisation. Via Afrika History uses speech act
silences to elevate, albeit in a subtle manner, the
SADF into a supernatural force, thereby reinforcing
the “invincibility of the White man” and the
“fallibility of the Black man.”

The authors of Via Afrika History deployed
manipulated silences by excluding the participation
of Cuba in the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale to protect
the superiority of the SADF (Grove, Manenzhe,
Proctor, Vale & Weldon, 2013). The advent of the
Cuban involvement at Cuito Cuanavale, a new
phenomenon in the war, altered the balance of
power and ended the dominance of the SADF in
Southern Africa. The use of modal words (FAPLA
experienced “some” success and “almost” defeated
UNITA) shows that the authors undermine the
successes of FAPLA and are biased in favour of
UNITA and the SADF. Via Afrika History appears
to express pro-SADF and US and anti-Cuban and
Soviet Union sentiments.

Viva History (see Table 3) on the other hand,
appears to bring uncertainty and speculation by
showing the intension of the SADF — “if they went
beyond Cuito Cuanavale they would have more
influence in Angola.” The authors state that if the
SADF had managed to take Cuito Cuanavale they
would have had influence over the whole of
Angola. The textbook is silent on the importance of
the area. The authors deployed manipulative
silences regarding the withdrawal of South Africa

from the battle. The authors also created ambiguity
regarding the battle, and as a result, no casualties
are mentioned. The authors claim that the SADF,
helped by UNITA, “wanted to take over.” This is a
euphemism, which is the choice of a moderate
clause instead of using the clause “wanted to
attack” Cuito Cuanavale. This was done to avoid
mentioning casualties.

The analysis of the three textbooks clearly
demonstrates that texts are never neutral in
conveying truths, identity, values and beliefs of the
dominant classes. The three textbooks demonstrate
lack of coherence and cohesion in the sequencing
of their sentences. There are notable deliberate
silences in that no numbers of soldiers engaged, no
casualties and no loss of military equipment were
reported. Spot On History uses the model verb
“defeated” while Via Afrika History chose to use
the words “disaster” and “crushing.” What is
common from the analysis are rhetorical silences
where critical information has been omitted to
advance a particular perspective of the war to
support a political agenda.

The Cognitive Production Process, the Distribution
and Use of the Textbook, and the Discursive
Practice

Discourse practice includes the process of
producing text and how the text is received. A
communication cycle includes a writer or speaker
who uses his/her knowledge to construct a text.
This is followed by a channel of communication
and a recipient (Alafnan, 2017). Linguistic choices
depend on the writer’s knowledge of the world. In
historical discourse, it is crucial that historians
connect history to its origin, its so-called place of
production. These places of production may cause
silencing (Trouillot, 1995). Historiographical
research is always done from certain
socio-economic, political and cultural settings.
Textbook writers should reflect the standard of
historiography which requires them to analyse
primary sources through sourcing, corroborating
and contextualisation to establish what really
happened. Participants and eyewitnesses also have
their own agenda, but it is necessary for textbook
writers to present heteroglossic versions of events.
This refers to the presentation of sources
representing differing viewpoints about an event
rather than promoting the dominant narrative of a
stalemate at the battle of Cuito Cuanavale. The
three textbooks selected one perspective and
ignored those perspectives that were diametrically
opposed to their version of the Battle of Cuito
Cuanavale.

The textbook production process reflects the
curriculum framework imposed by the Ministry of
Basic Education. The battle was not afforded
enough space, compared to the Vietnam War.
Political issues around textbooks exist in virtually
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all state societies, be they, for example, capitalist,
communist, democratic or authoritarian. Each
government uses textbooks to defend and promote
their ideological agendas, whether these are benign
or less benign (Maphosa, 2014). Rodden
(2009:268) quotes numerous cases where history
textbooks are “consciously and completely turned
to propagandist purposes”, mainly due to
interference by political systems.

Linking the Textbooks to Social Practices
Van Eeden (2010) postulates that the
transformation of the history curriculum in South
Africa was a top-down and politically motivated
process driven by human rights forces, and that the
inclusion or exclusion of content was not discussed
and debated at the level of curriculum construction.
Textbook writers are constrained by these imposed
frameworks from the government, in addition to
their own social and political connection.
Obviously, the Minister has been appointed by the
ruling party, the ANC, and would, to a large extent,
attempt to ensure that the history of Africans,
Indians and Coloureds is not overshadowed by
Afrikaner nationalism as was the case in the past.
The authors of the textbooks trivialised the
Battle of Cuito Cuanavale to a skirmish. What
could the reason for this be? From the perspective
of the SADF generals, the battle did not take place
and the reason for this negotiated silence was to
protect the credibility of the SADF as an institution
and to protect the “invincibility of the White man”,
which was an integral part of the master race.

Summary of the Findings

The outcome of the textual analysis of the three
textbooks on the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale was
that the three textbooks adopted a moderate
position regarding the victor. Viva History and Spot
On History acknowledge in a subtle manner that
the SADF was defeated. Viva History shows the
SADF’s attack to have come to a grinding halt due
to the Cubans who fought alongside FAPLA forces
(Angier, Hobbs, Mlamba & Mowatt, 2013) and
Spot On History explicitly indicates that the Cuban
reinforcements led to the defeat of the South
African siege at Cuito Cuanavale. However, Via
Afrika History appears to support the view that
FAPLA forces were “crushed” by the SADF. In
addition, the authors of Via Afirika History
deliberately excluded mention of the Cuban forces
participating in the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale.

Via Afrika History represents, albeit in a
restrained manner, the view held by the SADF
generals that they won the war. The textbook
deliberately remains silent about the scene of the
battle, communicating a message that the authors
did not recognise Cuito Cuanavale and probably
supported General Geldenhuys and other SADF
generals that “Cuito Cuanavale did not happen.”

The textbook excludes the participation of the
Cubans, thus misrepresenting the Battle of Cuito
Cuanavale.

Spot On History supports the version held by
Cuban President Fidel Castro, albeit in a moderate
manner compared to other writers, explicitly
declaring that the SADF was badly beaten. This
version is supported by many historians and
political scientists around the world.

The evidence presented by Clive Holt
(Baines, 2015) who was one of the conscripts that
fought in the war, was completely ignored. He
claims that soldiers were psychologically
traumatised during the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale.
He appears to imply that the SADF was successful
in most of its campaigns, but it was stunned by the
military muscle of the Cubans — especially the
superior Cuban military aircraft. The SADF lost
aircraft, tanks, 230 men and 23 conscripts, which
caused panic. Accordingly, Geldenhuys assessed
the situation and realised that the SADF did not
stand a chance against the advancing Angolan and
Cuban troops. Holt uses the metaphor “the South
African teeth were broken” to demonstrate the
humiliation experienced by the SADF at the hands
of the Cubans. This was obviously an
embarrassment of the highest proportion or unheard
of for a White army to be defeated by a Black
army, which was reminiscent of the Vietnam War
in 1975.

Limitations of this Study

The limitation of the study is that it focused
partially on two aspects of historical thinking,
analysis of resources and historical perspectives.
Limited primary sources were used in the three
textbooks, which  makes the  historical
representation unreliable. While the historical
narrative is unsuitable due to the absence of
primary sources, the theme is suitable for historical
education if textbook writers could include primary
sources from onlookers and participants in the
battle.

Conclusion

To do justice to the discipline, history textbook
writers must not select sources or evidence based
on preconceived ideas or agendas but should reflect
multiple voices on events to refrain from imposing
their own conclusions or scepticism on the events,
as they did regarding the Battle of Cuito
Cuanavale. Treating an event of this magnitude as
though it was a skirmish does not do justice to the
discipline. Cuito Cuanavale was a significant event
which attracted journalists, political scientists and
historians from around the world. The event
deserves recognition and accommodation in the
curriculum content framework and prescribed
textbooks to ensure that a victory of Black soldiers
against White soldiers is recognised, celebrated and
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romanticised by the Africans in Southern Africa. It
is clear from the viewpoints of people around the
world and in South Africa that the Cuban version
of events has been accepted, namely that Cuban
and FAPLA forces defeated the SADF at Cuito
Cuanavale. The SADF’s version which includes
that a stalemate was reached or the non-existence
of the battle, was dismissed by many academics
around the world and was only reflected in Via
Afrika History. In an attempt to contain the Cuban
version, the event was subjected to manipulative,
institutional and rhetorical silences by textbook
writers, historians and journalists who were
apologists of the hegemonic apartheid project.

It is recommended that the Battle of Cuito
Cuanavale is included in the curriculum content
framework as an integral part of the Southern
African Border War and should become a chapter
on its own. The writing of this chapter should
include primary sources and should be written from
different perspectives and should also include
eyewitness accounts of the participants and
journalists who witnessed and experienced the
battle.

Notes
i. Published under a Creative Commons Attribution
Licence.

ii. DATES: Received: 12 March 2024; Revised: 20 May
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