
WHOSE HERITAGE

IS IT ANYWAY?
Heritage Day originated as a celebration of
the Zulu king, Shaka, a leader central in
efforts to unite Zulu clans across Kwa-Zulu
Natal. At the end of Apartheid in 1994, the
South African Parliament initially left this day
out of the proposed Public Holidays Bill.
However, after much discussion, the IFP and
Parliament agreed that the day should be
called “Heritage Day”, and that it should be
announced as a holiday celebrating the
diversity of South Africans and their
rich cultural history.

However, this all changed in 2005 when Jan
Scannell (who is often referred to as “Jan
Braai”) called for the rebranding of Heritage
Day. He proposed that the day should be
changed to “Braai Day”, as it was more
inclusive. The idea behind Braai Day is that
South Africans, regardless of race or culture,
all have a history of celebrating by cooking
food on outdoor fires.

This idea was supported by Archbishop
Desmond Tutu, who served as a patron of the
cause. The Archbishop supported Braai Day
as a day that unifies South Africans despite
history and cultural differences, and through
sharing a delicious boerewors sausage. This
rebranding was heavily promoted by the
mass media, including sponsors such as
grocery and liquor chains.

While the notion of Braai Day appears to
facilitate unity and support the celebration of
diversity amongst South Africans, it has been
received with mixed reviews. Specifically, it is
argued that Braai Day is a ploy to overwrite
the original meaning of the day, and to forget
or overlook the oppressive history of South
Africa. Other criticisms are directed at the
name of “Braai Day”. While South Africans do
have a rich history of cooking food around a
backyard fire, this act has various names
including Chisa Nyama and Ukosa. Criticisms
on this note are directed at the use of the
word “braai”, which originates from Afrikaans,
a language some associate with South Africa’s
history of oppression. As a result of the
criticism, National Braai Day was changed to
“Braai4Heritage” in 2007. This name was
approved by the South African
National Heritage Council (NHC). 
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