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Foreword

When	 in	August	2009	along	with	Arnaud	Blin	 I	 came	out	of	 the	Apartheid	
Museum	 in	 Johannesburg,	 we	 were	 quite	 unsettled.	 One	 does	 not	 emerge	
from	 such	 a	 place	 unscathed.	 We	 had	 just	 spent	 two	 days	 pursuing	 the	

regional-seminar	process	of	the	Forum	for	a	new	World	Governance,	with	the	Idasa	team	
and	about	twenty	South	Africans,	exploring	the	question,	“What	South	Africa	Does	the	
World	Need?”	We	had	worked	on	the	same	question	in	Brazil	for	Amazonia,	in	China,	
and	in	the	South	Cone	of	Latin	America,	and	we	had	found	in	Idasa	a	partner	able	to	put	
together	a	group	of	South	Africans	who,	in	some	form	or	another,	were	raising	the	same	
question.	

This	approach	is	part	of	the	method	we	have	been	implementing	since	2008.	The	forum	
organises	 seminars	 in	 different	 regions	 of	 the	 world	 to	 fully	 underscore	 geographical	
and	regional	specificities	and	how	they	are	related	to	world	governance	such	that	it	will	
transcend,	and	at	the	same	time	respect	and	integrate,	these	specificities.	In	2008,	Brazil	
and	Chile	hosted	two-day	workshops	on	themes	related	to	each	of	these	regions.	In	2009,	
such	seminars	were	held	in	Lebanon,	China	and	South	Africa.	

We	have	been	going	around	the	world	progressively	to	make	of	the	forum	the	rich	soil	from	
which	plural	thought	will	grow,	because	we	are	convinced	that	while	yesterday	“global	
governance”	consisted	primarily	 in	 revealing	 to	 the	world	 “universal	 truths”	 that	were	
actually	drawn	from	Western	heritage	(that	of	Europe	and	the	United	States),	what	needs	
to	be	done	now	is	to	build	a	new	world	governance	that	 in	its	main	lines	 incorporates	
visions	and	values	that	are	shared	and	that	also	reflect	the	diversity	of	the	planet	and	the	
complexity	of	thought	forms.	

We	therefore	set	off	to	seek	the	ethical	and	political	foundations	of	a	new	architecture	
for	world	governance	so	it	becomes	truly	plural,	effective	and,	most	of	all,	legitimate.	We	
are	aware	of	 the	considerable,	historical	 scope	of	 this	quest	and	know	that	 to	 succeed,	
it	requires	partnering	with	those	who	are	both	deeply	rooted	in	their	different	cultures	
and	civilizations,	and	are	generating	groundbreaking	plural	and	global	thinking	on	the	
challenges	of	today’s	and	tomorrow’s	world.	

We	 were	 therefore	 fortunate	 to	 have	 met	 with	 Paul	 Graham,	 Yvette	 Geyer,	 Karin	
Alexander	and	our	other	Idasa	friends	to	open	the	forum	to	South	African	partners.	

But	back	 to	our	 thoughts	as	we	were	 leaving	 the	Apartheid	Museum	in	 Johannesburg.	
After	a	long	moment	of	silence,	we	began	trying	to	speak	and	trying	to	understand.	Here	
are	just	two	ideas	that	jostled	themselves	in	our	heads	and	in	our	hearts.	We	first	sought	
to	compare,	to	tell	each	other	how	we	would	imagine	a	similar	history	in	another	region	of	
the	world.	And	this	is	what	we	said:	Imagine	that	Hitler	had	won	World	War	II,	that	the	
Nazi	regime	had	succeeded	in	controlling	and	in	making	its	domination	over	Germany,	
France,	Belgium,	Poland…last	for	50	years?	What	would	we	have	become?	How	would	
that	 have	 affected	 the	 societies	 of	 a	 major	 part	 of	 Europe,	 not	 only	 in	 economic	 and	
political	effects,	but	also	in	social,	and	most	of	all,	ethical	effects?	What	kind	of	women	
and	men	would	we	be	now,	not	only	in	Europe	but	in	the	world,	if	the	Nazi	regime	had	
lasted	more	than	50	years?	

The	point	was	not	to	rewrite	history,	of	course.	Our	questioning	was	intended	to	imagine	
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the	impact	on	society	of	a	regime	that	had	made	systematic	racism	its	means	for	lasting	
domination	 over	 the	 peoples	 of	 the	 south	 of	 Africa.	 This	 comparison	 allowed	 us,	 in	
particular,	to	underscore	the	historic,	ethical	and	political	reach	of	South	Africans	who,	
like	Nelson	Mandela	and	many	others,	and	those	who	died	in	the	fight	for	freedom,	made	
it	possible	for	us	to	continue	to	believe	in	people’s	unshakeable	will	for	justice	and	dignity.	
Looking	at	how	long	Apartheid	lasted	also	allowed	us	to	understand	that	the	political	and	
economic	changes	in	South	Africa	after	1994,	when	Mandela	was	elected,	have	not	wiped	
out,	from	one	day	to	the	next,	within	the	time	span	of	a	generation,	the	moral	atavisms	
embedded	 in	people’s	minds	 for	centuries.	From	this	 long-term	point	of	view,	one	can	
understand	that,	just	16	years	later,	South	Africa	is	a	country	still	profoundly	encumbered	
not	only	by	the	curse	of	AIDS	and	crime,	but	even	more	so	by	the	ressentiment	engendered	
by	the	force	of	violence,	xenophobia,	and	regionalism.	Our	South	African	partners	are	
particularly	aware	of	this.	Hence	their	caution	in	making	South	Africa	a	model	for	Africa	
and	for	the	world.	

Then	another	thought	came	up:	ideas	must	be	handled	with	care.	They	can	be	decisive,	
fertile,	but	also	deeply	perverse.	After	having	worked	with	our	South	African	partners	and	
gone	through	the	Apartheid	Museum,	we	understood	that	Apartheid	(“separateness”	in	
Afrikaans)	started	out	as	an	idea,	an	idea	bred	in	the	minds	of	a	group	of	men	organised	
as	a	thinktank:	the	Afrikaner	Broederbond.	From	the	start	of	the	twentieth	century,	they	
had	propagated	the	idea	of	Apartheid,	which	already	had	its	roots	in	the	theology	of	a	
people	 fated	 to	 dominate	 others	 and	 in	 the	 doctrines	 intended	 to	 justify	 colonisation.	
They	developed	it	in	a	few	works	and	spread	it.	It	was	adopted	by	the	Nationalist	Party	
founded	by	Daniel	Malan,	a	minister	of	the	Dutch	Reformed	Church	who	was	to	become	
Prime	Minister	of	South	Africa	in	1948,	then	implemented	by	Hendrik	Verwoerd,	who	
first	was	Minister	of	Native	Affairs	(1950-1958)	and	later	Prime	Minister	of	South	Africa	
(1958-1966).	 Malan	 and	 Verwoerd	 set	 up	 a	 political	 system	 that	 came	 to	 power	 then	
imposed	this	vision	of	the	world	on	the	peoples	of	South	Africa.	Admittedly,	the	idea	was	
part	of	the	ages	of	history	and	had	come	about	in	a	specific	context,	but	through	the	will	of	
despots	and	its	violence,	it	was	to	forge	a	regime	of	opprobrium	for	several	generations.	

We	thus	realised	once	again	that	to	develop	new	visions	of	the	world	ideas	are	important,	
but	we	must	put	them	to	the	test	of	history	and	make	sure	that	they	are	incorporated	by	
the	people	themselves	and	made	to	 live	through	relations	of	 responsibility,	 justice	and	
dignity.	 Otherwise,	 ideas	 can	 convey	 –	 history	 has	 shown	 us	 repeatedly	 –	 governance	
regimes	based	on	exclusion	and	on	the	domination	of	others.		

I	would	like	to	express	my	deep	gratitude	to	Paul,	Yvette,	Karin	and	the	entire	Idasa	team,	
who	made	it	possible	for	us	to	appreciate	more	fully	the	humanist	sense	of	the	quest	of	
the	fight	against	Apartheid	and,	in	addition,	to	understand	the	challenges	lying	ahead	for	
South	Africans,	not	only	in	South	Africa,	but	also	in	Africa	and	in	the	world.	We	have	
since	become	partners	 in	our	pursuit	of	 the	ethical	 and	political	 foundations	of	 a	new	
world	governance.	

As	in	the	other	regional	Proposal	Papers,	you	will	first	find	the	preliminary	paper	for	the	
seminar,	 written	 by	 Paul	 Graham,	 the	 seminar	 report	 by	 Karin	 Alexander	 and	 Yvette	
Geyer,	and	the	afterword	by	Arnaud	Blin.	

	 	 	 	 	 							Gustavo Marín

            Director, Forum for a new World Governance
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 Conversation starter

What South Africa 
Does the World Need?
Paul	Graham

Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,
But to be young was very heaven! – Oh! Times,
In which the meager, stale, forbidding ways
Of custom, law, and statute took at one
The attraction of a country in romance!1

T he	 intention	 of	 this	 paper	 is	 to	 stimulate	 a	 conversation	 about	 the	 opportunities	
that	exist	to	change	the	world	and	the	extent	to	which	South	Africa	can	and	should	
contribute	 towards	 that.	 It	 celebrates	 the	 human	 effort	 to	 achieve	 liberty,	 equality	

and	fraternity	and	the	ways	in	which	these	elude	us,	even	as	they	invigorate,	as	Wordsworth	
recognised	after	the	French	revolution.	

It	 is,	 however,	 not	 the	 story	 of	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 world	 is	 changing,	 of	 the	 signs	 and	
portents	that	arise	from	the	collapse	of	unilateralism,	the	global	recession,	the	emergence	of	
experiments	in	global	governance	and	in	civil	society	formations	which	indicate	the	transitional	
crisis	in	which	people	find	themselves.	It	is	not	the	intention	of	this	paper	to	reflect	on	the	
manner	 in	which,	while	 inequality	has	entrenched	 itself,	 the	prosperity	of	a	portion	of	 the	
world	has	driven	new	communication	technologies	and	infrastructural	development,	mobility	
and	connectedness	which	now	become	available	to	both	the	poor	and	the	rich.	This	paper	
does	not	discuss	how	this	has	opened	up	new	crises	and	has	driven	unimaginable	aspirations	
and	unfulfillable	desires,	creating	the	potential	both	for	a	new	world,	for	the	construction	of	
new	realities	and	the	unpredictable	destruction	of	the	old.

The	balance	of	 forces	 is	 changing.	The	 tectonic	plates	of	global	power	are	 shifting.	To	 the	
extent	that	we	can	ever	see	beyond	our	own	human	horizons,	and	lift	ourselves	above	the	self-
centredness	which	limits	us	all,	it	appears	as	if	the	21st	century	is	dawning.

Paul Graham is 
the executive  
director of  
African  
democracy  
institute Idasa.
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This,	however,	is	a	smaller	attempt	to	encourage	
a	conversation	on	whether	South	Africa	has	a	
significant	role	in	this	century.	During	the	20th	
century	it	came	to	occupy	a	place	in	the	global	
consciousness	 out	 of	 all	 proportion	 to	 its	 size.	
This	paper	will	remind	us	of	some	of	the	reasons	
for	this,	of	the	romance	of	the	moment,	of	the	
slow	dying	embers	of	that	romance,	and	of	the	
quest	that	both	South	Africans	and	their	friends	
continue.	It	will	ask	the	question	whether	this	
is	a	quest	worth	continuing	or	whether,	like	the	
grail,	 it	 will	 come	 to	 stand	 for	 an	 unrequited	
moment	to	which	all	look	back	in	true	nostalgia	
–	the	pain	of	recalling	the	past.

In	 1946,	 the	 Indian	 government	 succeeded	 in	
getting	a	resolution	adopted	in	a	United	Nations	
body	only	a	year	old.	It	criticised	the	treatment	
of	people	of	Indian	descent	in	South	Africa	and	
called	 on	 a	 South	 Africa	 which	 had	 assisted	
in	 the	 founding	 of	 the	 institution	 to	 meet	 its	
international	obligations2.	This	was	 the	first	of	
200	deliberations	on	South	Africa	in	the	United	
Nations	 family.	 By	 1962	 that	 United	 Nations	
family	 had	 its	 Special	 Committee	 against	
Apartheid.	

But	that	is	not	what	most	friends	of	South	Africa	
remember.	They	remember	being	part	of	perhaps	
the	first	global	solidarity	movement	–	of	refusing	
to	buy	South	African	oranges;	 of	 standing	day	
after	day	outside	the	South	African	embassy	in	
the	centre	of	London;	of	marching	on	banks;	of	
refusing	 to	 buy	 their	 favourite	 music	 or	 watch	
their	 sports	 stars	 who	 had	 chosen	 money	 over	
principle	and	“played	Sun	City”.	

In	1990	I	travelled	into	rural	Denmark	to	meet	a	
group	of	citizen	supporters	of	the	anti-apartheid	

struggle.	 The	 majority	 of	 them	 had	
never	 left	 Denmark	 and	 only	 a	 few	
had	travelled	to	their	own	capital	city.	
My	 colleague	 and	 I	 were	 greeted	 by	
the	 singing	 of	 South	 African	 struggle	
songs	and	“Nkosi	sikelel’	iAfrika”	–	the	
anthem	 of	 resistance,	 banned	 at	 the	
time	 in	 South	 Africa	 itself,	 although	
most	 people	 by	 then	 were	 already	
beyond	caring	for	the	collapsing	white	
edifice	 of	 repression	 and	 bureaucratic	
control.

When	 the	 white	 president	 of	 apartheid	 South	
Africa	 stood	 up	 to	 make	 his	 regular	 speech	 at	
the	 opening	 of	 Parliament	 in	 February	 1990,	
and	announced	the	first	measures	which	would	
make	possible	the	negotiation	process	which	the	
Organisation	of	African	Unity	had	foreshadowed	
in	a	statement	in	1989,	he	was	not	capitulating	
to	 a	 few	 prisoners	 on	 Robben	 Island,	 or	 to	 a	
few	hundred	thousand	marching	citizens,	or	 to	
a	defiant	but	suffering	population,	or	even	to	a	
brave	 but	 still	 outgunned	 Mkhonto	 we	 Sizwe	
and	an	articulate	and	organised	ANC	in	exile.	
He	was,	finally,	capitulating	to	the	world.	And	
the	world	celebrated.

Indeed,	and	it	is	not	a	part	of	this	paper	but	must	
be	remarked,	this	moment	precipitated	a	crisis	in	
many	parts	of	the	world	as	the	institutions	and	
organisations	 of	 the	 anti-apartheid	 movement	
had	to	find	new	reasons	for	existence,	to	consider	
ways	in	which	the	lessons	of	this	struggle	could	
be	 translated	 into	 other	 struggles,	 to	 find	 new	
ways	 of	 seeing	 the	 world,	 and	 new	 ways	 of	
living	without	this	particular	“other”.	I	wonder	
whether	this	story	has	been	sufficiently	told,	or	
its	 impact	on	the	late	20th	century	sufficiently	
understood.

I	want	to	try	to	understand	just	why	apartheid	
tugged	so	deeply	at	the	heart	of	the	world,	because	
it	is	at	the	centre	of	this	conversation.	Because	
the	connection	was	so	deep,	it	must	invariably	
be	 a	 complex	matter;	 and	because	humans	 are	
particularly	good	at	constructing	purely	rational	
arguments	 to	 disguise	 their	 less	 trustworthy	
and	more	volatile	emotions,	we	must	always	be	
somewhat	thwarted	in	reaching	the	truth	of	this	
great	moment,	when	citizens,	their	governments	
and	 the	 international	 institutions	 that	 they	
constructed	 found	 common	 cause	 across	 even	
more	barriers	than	they	had	been	willing	or	able	
to	cross	during	war,	disease	and	famine.

Before	turning	to	the	nature	of	the	society	and	
the	defining	characteristics	of	the	struggles	that	
had	 such	 an	 emotive	 connection,	 we	 should	
consider	the	ties	that	bound	South	Africa	to	the	
world	and	the	world	to	South	Africa.

By	 the	 time	 that	 Portuguese	 explorers		
began	creeping	down	the	west	coast	of	Africa,	
the	Bantu-speaking	migrants	of	West	Africa	had	

The narrative 
of slavery, 
conquest, 

colonialism, 
greed and 

war ... ensured 
that the bonds 

coiled ever 
tighter  



What South Africa Does the World Need?

�

been	 settling	 into	 Southern	 Africa	 for	 some	 1	
000	 years,	 displacing	 the	 hunter-gatherers	 and	
coastal	 foragers	 from	all	but	the	most	marginal	
land	and	from	the	winter	rainfall	reaches	of	the	
Western	Cape.	Contact	between	humans	made	
diverse	 by	 millennia	 of	 migratory	 separation	
had	 been	 taking	 place	 in	 Africa	 and	 between	
Africans	and	Europeans	in	Europe	over	the	years.	
Nevertheless,	 an	 epoch	 of	 misunderstanding,	
fear	 and	 violence	 began	 as	 first	 Bartolomeu	
Diaz	and	then	others	rounded	the	stormy	Cape	
and	found	the	sweet	water	of	Mossel	Bay.	Then	
Vasco	 da	 Gama	 completed	 the	 voyage	 which	
interrupted	a	thousand	years	of	monsoon	trade	
between	Africa	and	the	east	and	constructed	the	
trade	route	which	would	put	South	Africa	and	its	
hospitable	shoreline	and	rich	and	healthy	high	
plateau	at	the	centre	of	so	many	of	the	faultlines	
of	the	world.

The	narrative	of	slavery,	conquest,	colonialism,	
greed	and	war	that	followed	merely	ensured	that	
the	 bonds	 coiled	 ever	 tighter.	 The	 scars	 and	
achievements	of	this	history	cover	the	country	in	
a	palimpsest	that	may	prove	more	fundamental	to	

the	identity	of	South	Africans	than	any	imposed	
“rainbow	nation”.	Its	apotheosis	was	the	building	
of	 “apartness”	 –	 of	 a	 counterfactual	 solution	
to	 the	 constructed	 otherness	 of	 exclusion	 and	
separation	 at	 the	 very	 moment	 that	 humanity	
was	 emerging	 from	 the	 consequences	 of	 this	
otherness	in	the	European	holocaust.	

It	 was	 May	 1948.	 Two	 conflicts	 were	 about	 to	
drive	 the	world	 to	distraction	–	both	mired	 in	
land,	race,	religion	and	in	a	trajectory	of	history	
in	 which	 the	 European	 powers,	 and	 especially	
Great	 Britain,	 were	 deeply	 involved.	 By	 2001	
one	 was	 apparently	 resolved,	 the	 other	 not.	
When	 the	 world	 met	 in	 Durban	 in	 2001	 with	
huge	 expectations	 of	 finding	 a	 way	 forward	 at	
the	United	Nations	World	Conference	against	
Racism,	Racial	Discrimination,	Xenophobia	and	
Related	Intolerance,	it	was	the	other	conflict	–	
that	over	the	construction	of	the	State	of	Israel	
and	the	implausible	but	necessary	construction	
of	 a	 parallel	 State	 of	 Palestine	 –	 which	 first	
bogged	 down	 any	 common	 progress	 and	 then	
exploded,	 together	 with	 many	 hopes	 for	 a	
peaceful	 resolution	 of	 these	 very	 intolerances	
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in	the	fiery	amalgam	of	flying	bombs	and	World	
Trade	Centre	towers.

Ironically,	 one	 of	 those	 fleeing	 through	 the	
dust	 and	 debris	 of	 lower	 Manhattan	 on	 that	
desperate	day	was	Dr	Alex	Boraine,	one	of	the	
architects	and	deputy	chairperson	of	the	South	
African	Truth	and	Reconciliation	Commission	
and	 then	 founder	 of	 the	 International	 Centre	
for	Transitional	Justice	based	in	New	York.

To	 return	 to	 South	 Africa,	 resistance	 to	
apartheid	and	the	development	of	an	alternative	
vision,	begun	prior	to	1948,	was	driven	through	
the	early	20th	century	by	a	remarkable	African	
intelligentsia	in	alliance	with	black	working	class	
organisations.3	Also	involved	was	a	communist	
party	that	was	able	to	overcome	its	early	racial	
divisions.	 This	 flowered	 into	 a	 movement	 in	
which	 musicians,	 lawyers,	 writers,	 priests	 and	
educators	 engaged	 with	 various	 larger	 people’s	
movements,	sometimes	through	multi-racial	and	
sometimes	through	non-racial	interaction.	Both	
styles	of	interaction	flew	in	the	face	of	apartheid,	
undermining	 its	 ideological	 foundations	 and	
increasingly	 resisting	 its	 enforcement.	 Cycles	
of	 state	 violence	 and	 repression	 sent	 South	
African	 political	 exiles	 to	 find	 hospitality	 in	
other	African	states,	western	nations	and	in	the	
Soviet	Union	and	its	satellites.	

For	40	years,	the	struggle	continued	–	supported	
by	 an	 increasing	 number	 of	 citizens	 across	 the	
world	 and	 then,	 through	 citizen	 pressure	 or	
through	 their	own	understanding	of	Cold	War	
interests,	 by	 an	 increasing	 number	 of	 states.	

With	the	collapse	of	the	“Iron	Curtain”	
and	 the	 fragmentation	 of	 the	 Soviet	
Union,	the	apartheid	state	lost	another	
justification	for	maintaining	its	fortress	
(or	“laager”)	at	a	cost	fewer	and	fewer	
were	willing	to	countenance.	

Hope	 emerged	 from	 a	 box	 long	 held	
shut.	 And	 it	 emerged	 into	 a	 new	 and	
uncertain	 world.	 It	 was	 already	 clear	
that	the	incoming	leadership	of	South	
Africa	was	going	to	seek	a	new	path	in	
solving	what	Johnny	de	Lange	described	
as	 “the	 transformation	 of	 political,	
economic,	social,	ideological	and	moral	
aspects	of	the	apartheid	dispensation”.	

It	was	going	 to	 seek	 this	new	path	 secure	 that	
the	world	would	be	supporting	it	and	observing	
avidly,	 as	 their	 own	 choices	 opened	 up	 or	
seemed	to	be	dead	ends	undermined	by	the	“end	
of	history”.	It	was	a	path	to	which	the	leadership	
came	because	of	the	length	of	the	struggle,	the	
diversity	of	their	allies,	the	experience	of	prison,	
exile	 and	 mass	 resistance,	 and	 the	 intensity	 of	
negotiation	and	deliberation	over	the	future.4	

As	 De	 Lange	 continued:	 “This	 is	 achieved	 by	
building	 a	 single	 nation	 that	 acknowledges	
the	 diversity	 of	 its	 people;	 instilling	 a	 new	
sense	 of	 patriotism;	 healing	 the	 wounds	 of	 a	
shameful	 past;	 liberating	 black	 people	 from	
political	 and	 economic	 bondage;	 eradicating	
gender	 inequalities	 and	 women’s	 oppression	 in	
particular;	improving	the	quality	of	life	through	
the	eradication	of	poverty	and	the	attainment	of	
the	basic	needs	of	the	majority;	and	creating	a	
culture	of	democracy	and	human	rights.”

This	 agenda	 of	 the	 Reconstruction	 and	
Development	 Programme	 –	 the	 RDP	 of	 the	
society	and	the	RDP	of	the	soul	–	was	attempted	
in	 a	 laboratory	 that	 seemed	 to	 match,	 in	
miniature,	 the	 world.	 It	 was	 characterised	
by	 deep	 inequality,	 linguistic	 and	 cultural	
diversity,	 a	 clash	 between	 a	 modern	 affluent	
and	educated	elite	and	a	poor	and	marginalised	
(and	somewhat	 rural	and	traditional)	majority.	
It	was	a	society	in	which	Christian,	Jew,	Muslim,	
Hindu,	Animist	and	Atheist	 found	 themselves	
both	 allies	 in	 resistance	 and	 perpetrators	 of	
oppression.	 A	 society	 in	 which	 change	 had	
arrived	 remarkably	 peacefully,	 but	not	without	
violence,	 in	 which	 the	 full	 armoury	 of	 human	
ingenuity	 and	 organisation	 had	 been	 deployed	
against	a	heavily	armed	state	and	had	overcome	
it.

In	 a	 telling	 anecdote,	 Leon	 de	 Kock	 describes	
a	 colloquium	 on	 the	 theme	 Living	 Difference:	
Towards	 a	 Society	 of	 Communities	 in	
Johannesburg	 in	 1998.	 Visiting	 speakers	
“forcefully	suggested	to	South	African	delegates	
that	 they,	 as	 South	 Africans,	 needed	 a	 master	
narrative,	a	 ‘rainbow	nation’	type	of	governing	
motif	 that	 would	 frame	 everyone’s	 energies	
within	the	miraculous	new	nation.	At	one	point	
the	venerable	Professor	Rüsen	thundered,	 ‘It	 is	
imperative	for	us	that	you	succeed!’”	He	makes	
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the	 point:	 “For	 many	 reasons,	 it	 is	 imperative	
for	 others	 that	 South	 Africans	 succeed	 at	 the	
democratic,	multi-racial	miracle	that	they	(the	
non-South	Africans)	have	yet	to	see	realised	in	
their	own	countries.”5

The	 laboratory	 was	 really	 open	 for	 business	
between	 1990	 and	 1996.	 Our	 exiles	 returned,	
prisoners	were	released,	negotiations	began.	The	
future	that	people	had	been	hoping	and	planning	
for	could	now	be	framed	and	then	constructed.	
Thinking	about	the	future	has	been	as	much	a	
part	of	the	South	African	struggle	as	anything	else	
–	 from	the	progressive,	 inclusive	and	visionary	
to	 the	 cautiously	 defined	 racial	 compromises	
and	patronising	graduated	guidance.	And	in	this	
transitional	 moment,	 these	 options	 suddenly	
became	capable	of	becoming	entrenched	in	law	
and	the	Constitution.

It	 is	 unsurprising	 then	 that	 the	 Constitution	
which	was	finally	signed	into	force	late	in	1996	
by	President	Mandela	is	such	a	modern,	liberal	
(in	 the	 general	 sense)	 document	 –	 combining	
as	it	does	both	participatory	and	representative	
democracy,	 entrenching	 both	 civil	 and	 socio-
economic	 rights,	 and	 making	 equality	 and	
diversity	 central	 to	 its	 values	 and	 tenets.	 It	 is	
surprising	 that	 it	 is	 coherent,	 measured	 and	
avoids	some	of	the	more	egregious	proposals	for	
social	experimentation	and	re-eng		ineering	being	
proposed	by	some	of	the	many	voices	within	and	
outside	South	Africa	whose	excitement	matched	
that	of	William	Wordsworth	so	many	centuries	
earlier	when	the	French	Revolution	was	still	in	
its	flush	of	optimism.

So	two	years	after	the	world	arrived	for	one	of	
the	largest	parties	ever,	 the	hopes	of	the	world	
were	codified	in	a	preamble	that	declared:

“We	therefore,	through	our	freely	elected	
representatives,	adopt	this	Constitution	as	
the	supreme	law	of	the	Republic	so	as	to:	

“Heal	the	divisions	of	the	past	and	
establish	a	society	based	on	democratic	
values,	social	justice	and	fundamental	
human	rights;	

“Lay	the	foundations	for	a	democratic	and	
open	society	in	which	government	is	based	
on	the	will	of	the	people	and	every	citizen	

•

•

•

is	equally	protected	by	law;	

“Improve	the	quality	of	life	of	all	citizens	
and	free	the	potential	of	each	person;	and

“Build	a	united	and	democratic	South	
Africa	able	to	take	its	rightful	place	as	a	
sovereign	state	in	the	family	of	nations.”

The	 behaviour	 of	 the	 government	 elected	
in	 April	 1994	 under	 the	 guidance	 of	 Nelson	
Mandela,	 with	 the	 consent	 of	 the	 elite	 and	
military	of	 the	previous	 regime,	had	been	able	
to	 lay	 the	 foundations	 for	 a	 society	 which,	 it	
appeared,	 would	 indeed	 answer	 the	
sceptics	and	provide	an	example	to	an	
expectant	world	of	what	could	be	done	
to	 overcome	 racism	 and	 inequality	
and	to	build	a	society	based	on	human	
rights,	dignity	and	respect	for	diversity.

Indeed,	 the	 number	 of	 visitors	 to	
South	Africa	has	been	unceasing	since	
the	 election	 observers	 and	 political	
facilitators	 returned	 home,	 to	 be	
replaced	 by	 technical	 assistants	 and	
development	bureaucrats.	While	foreign	
direct	 investment,	 avidly	 sought	 as	 a	
way	to	build	economic	growth	and	allow	
the	frugal	redistributive	policies	which	
were	adopted	in	the	early	days	of	a	government	
of	national	unity	and	which	continued	even	as	
the	African	National	Congress	increased	its	level	
of	parliamentary	representation,	the	unresolved	
problems	of	the	world	brought	political	actors	to	
South	Africa	to	watch,	to	learn	and	to	touch	the	
robe	of	Mandela.

This	 traffic	 continues,	 although	 it	 is	 now	
increasingly	 difficult	 for	 South	 Africans	 to	
relive	with	the	necessary	detail	the	transitional	
moments	 without	 anachronism.	 For	 most	 life	
has	moved	on	and	for	some	–	occasionally	called	
the	 “born	 frees”	 –	 personal	 experience	 of	 the	
transition	 was	 never	 possible.	 But	 the	 society,	
its	 aspirations,	 its	 leadership,	 the	 choices	 that	
it	 made	 and	 the	 motivation	 for	 these	 choices	
remain	critical.	This	interaction	is	stimulated	by	
South	Africans	proud	of	their	achievements	and	
interested	 in	 being	 helpful	 in	 societies	 where	
similar	challenges	seem	to	be	present.

So	 when	 it	 became	 a	 possibility	 that	 Evo	
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Morales	would	be	elected	as	the	first	indigenous	
leader	in	Bolivia,	an	interaction	between	South	
Africa	 and	 Bolivia	 was	 stimulated,	 reaching	
a	 high	 point	 with	 the	 visit	 of	 president-elect	
Morales	during	the	period	between	his	election	
and	 his	 inauguration.	 Here	 he	 was	 received	
at	 a	 very	 high	 level,	 with	 members	 of	 cabinet	
and	 former	 president	 Thabo	 Mbeki	 spending	
considerable	time	with	him,	talking	not	only	the	
language	of	state	interests	but	also,	and	perhaps	
most	importantly	for	this	paper,	the	language	of	
friends	 sharing	 their	 experience	 of	 beginning	
to	 govern	 without	 power.	 This	 was	 discussion	
about	 the	 compromises	 that	 must	 be	 made	 to	
retain	 economic	 interests	 in	 a	 globally	 mobile	
environment,	 the	 tensions	 of	 expectation	
among	the	poor	and	the	fragility	of	a	society	in	
which	wealth	is	coincident	with	race	and	with	
the	perceived	divided	loyalties	of	recent	settlers.	
Despite	a	visit	to	former	President	Mandela	not	
being	 possible	 because	 of	 his	 withdrawal	 from	
public	 engagement	 and	 a	 bout	 of	 ill	 health,	
Morales	waited	and	waited,	 eager	 to	meet	 this	
touchstone	of	reconciliation	and	success.	

He	 was	 not	 alone	 in	 believing	 that	 a	 meeting	
with	Mandela	could	make	him	a	better	person	
and	change	people’s	perception	of	his	cause.	The	
story	of	the	Mandela	movement	must	perforce	be	
a	perfunctory	one.	But	as	he	chose	not	to	take	a	
second	term	as	president	of	South	Africa	and	to	
withdraw	–	with	limited	exceptions	–	from	local	
political	life	to	make	space	for	his	successors,	his	
foundations	and	his	reputation	as	a	global	icon	
grew.	 As	 the	 first	 domestic	 voices	 were	 heard	
criticising	 his	 choice	 for	 reconciliation	 at	 the	
expense	of	reconstruction	and	redistribution,	his	
value	to	international	causes	as	an	exemplar	of	
public	service	and	personal	integrity	increased.	
Indeed,	it	may	be	possible	to	say	that	as	South	
Africa	appeared	from	certain	parts	of	the	world	
to	have	become	merely	mortal,	his	immortality	
and	 separation	 from	 the	 country	 itself	 became	
more	assured.

Hope	of	course	emerges	from	Pandora’s	urn	only	
after	 the	 flight	 of	 human	 ills	 and	 cares.	 And	
the	 very	 quality	 that	 made	 South	 Africa	 the	
testing	ground	 for	humanity	made	 it	 the	place	
in	 which	 hopes	 could	 be	 dashed.	 Now,	 years	
on	from	Freedom	Day,	South	Africans	are	very	
aware	of	 the	 failings	of	 their	 state	and	of	 their	

government.	Despite	continuing	support	for	the	
ANC,	an	increasing	number	of	citizens	vote	for	
other	parties,	abstain	from	voting	or	demonstrate	
that	 their	 vote	 is	 very	 much	 contingent	 on	
the	 delivery	 of	 services	 to	 their	 community	 or	
constituency.	 Local	 discontent,	 often	 slipping	
into	violence	directed	against	state	institutions	
or	 locally	 elected	 representatives,	 occurs	
regularly	 and	 is	 widespread.	 Often	 it	 has	 only	
local	 legitimacy	 but	 occasionally	 it	 generates	
widespread	support	or	copycat	behaviour.

While	the	country	is	now	in	its	fourth	presidency,	
it	is	only	the	second	president	who	served	for	an	
extended	period.	President	Mbeki,	after	 taking	
office	from	Mandela,	served	just	under	ten	years	
before	 falling	 on	 his	 sword	 when	 the	 ANC,	
having	already	deposed	him	and	his	supporters	
from	office	in	the	party,	finally	insisted	that	his	
tenure	 as	 president	 of	 South	 Africa	 no	 longer	
had	the	mandate	of	the	elected	party.6	It	is	this	
second	 presidency	 that	 has	 merited	 the	 most	
attention,	in	which	the	wonder	that	was	South	
Africa	became	for	some	the	“rogue	democracy”,	
incapable	of	empathy	at	the	suffering	of	people	
living	with	HIV/Aids	or	the	citizens	of	Zimbabwe	
under	 an	 increasingly	 dictatorial	 and	 sclerotic	
old	man	presiding	over	a	collapsing	country.	It	
has	been	said	that	President	Mbeki	was	a	good	
president	until	the	year	leading	up	to	his	demise	
and	 indeed	 in	 the	 months	 that	 followed	 his	
reputation	has	become	increasingly	sullied.	

Those	 damaged	 by	 his	 style	 of	 administration	
and	leadership,	and	smarting	from	perceived	or	
real	slights,	set	about	writing	off	his	performance	
and	 legacy.	Those	 entering	government	 in	 the	
fourth	presidency	prepared	to	make	changes	in	
policy	 and	 behaviour	 which,	 to	 date,	 merely	
reduce	 even	 further	 any	 lustre	 that	 such	 a	
talented	 man	 and	 team	 might	 have	 expected	
to	 be	 theirs.	 No	 doubt	 a	 future	 re-evaluation	
of	 the	 Mbeki	 presidency	 will	 acknowledge	
the	 very	 great	 achievements	 made	 under	
difficult	 circumstances;	 some	 of	 these	 will	 be	
acknowledged	below.	But	for	the	moment,	most	
seem	 ready	 to	 share	 the	 judgement	 made	 by	 a	
recent	critic	not	only	of	Mbeki	but	of	the	entire	
post-apartheid	 enterprise	 who	 quotes	 Tacitus,	
“Had	 he	 never	 been	 emperor,	 no	 one	 would	
have	doubted	his	ability	to	reign”7.
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Looking	 back,	 the	 terrible	 violent	 response	 to	
foreigners	 of	 African	 origin	 residing	 in	 South	
Africa	that	erupted	in	May	2008	may	well	come	
to	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 symbol	 of	 the	 failures	 of	 the	
democratic	state.	The	same	events	demonstrated	
a	 latent	 civic	 capacity	 (or	 social	 capital)	 that	
remained	 even	 though	 demobilised	 through	
reliance,	sometimes	forced	by	the	behaviour	of	
the	Mbeki	government,	on	the	state	as	the	prime	
initiator	of	development.	The	unresolved	issues,	
seemingly	as	intractable	for	a	democratic	South	
Africa	as	 for	any	other	country,	came	together	
in	a	conflagration	that	demonstrated	that	other	
issues	of	apartheid	damage	had	been	allowed	to	
fester.	Marginalised	and	alienated	impoverished	
communities,	 living	 in	 conditions	 of	 deep	
deprivation	as	islands	of	invisibility	in	cities	of	
increasing	 affluence,	 turned	 viciously	 on	 those	
as	 vulnerable	 as	 them,	 and	 easily	 available	 as	
scapegoats	for	their	exclusion	–	recent	migrants	
to	the	cities	and	their	relatives:	 foreigners!	All	
the	ghosts	of	the	past	returned.	Marching	armed	
men,	egged	on	by	crying	women,	seeking	out	and	
burning	 victims	 and	 shacks,	 driving	 people	 to	

seek	refuge	first	at	churches	and	police	stations	
and	then	in	hastily	erected	and	poorly	serviced	
temporary	shelters.8	

Over	 the	 years,	 South	 Africa	 has	 become	 a	
magnet	 for	economic	migrants	and	a	necessary	
home	 for	 asylum	 seekers	 from	 across	 the	
continent.	Always	a	society	reliant	on	migrant	
work,	whether	from	its	rural	hinterland	or	from	
surrounding	neighbours,	and	 led	by	exiles	who	
understood	the	necessity	of	African	hospitality,	
South	 Africa	 ignored	 or	 underestimated	 the	
messages	 from	 a	 small	 group	 of	 human	 rights	
advocates	 and	 migrant	 organisations	 –	 that	
xenophobia	 and	 intolerance	 were	 widespread	
and	that	state	policy	and	civil	service	behaviour	
was	feeding	and	confirming	this	xenophobia.	

What	 is	 more,	 the	 number	 of	 migrants	 and	
asylum	 seekers	 –	 both	 without	 documentation	
and	 frustrated	 in	 their	 ability	 to	 obtain	 these	
from	a	dysfunctional	bureaucracy	–	was	growing,	
fast.	The	opportunities	created	by	an	urbanising	
South	 Africa	 becoming	 connected	 to	 the	
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global	 community	 at	 the	 very	 moment	 that	
private	 enterprise	 was	 highly	 prized	 and	 state	
intervention	 was	 limited	 meant	 that	 migrants		
educated,	 urbane,	 used	 to	 trade	 and	 self-
sufficiency		were	better	placed	to	compete	than	
South	 Africans	 with	 their	 limited	 education,	
exclusion	from	commerce	and	high	expectations	
of	 the	 state	 they	 had	 first	 captured	 and	 then	
given	the	mandate	to	serve.

South	 Africa,	 despite	 the	 warnings	 of	 its	 own	
African	 Peer	 Review	 Mechanism	 study,	 was	
unprepared	 for	 the	 violence.	 It	 lagged	 behind	
the	very	rapid	response	of	citizens	who	provided	
humanitarian	 relief.	 From	 some	 quarters	 came	
denial.	But	 respond	 it	did,	 and	 it	 continues	 to	
worry	 about	 what	 happened.	 Nevertheless,	
damage	was	done,	and	was	it	not	for	the	ANC’s	
ability	to	place	the	blame	not	on	itself	as	a	party	
but	on	the	Mbeki	presidency	and	the	outgoing	
government,	 the	 shadow	 of	 the	 xenophobic	
violence	would	hover	much	heavier	across	 the	
nation.	

Does	 this	mean	 that	 the	world	 should	 give	up	
on	the	South	African	experiment	or	that	South	
Africans	should	give	up	on	imaging	and	trying	
to	be	a	rainbow	nation	–	a	country	refracting	the	
light	of	hope	after	the	storms	of	the	past?

Before	returning	to	this	question,	I	want	to	visit	
a	 second	 strand	 of	 the	 story	 and	 the	 one	 that	
turns	 outward,	 rather	 than	 inward.	 This	 is	 a	
strand	 that	did	not	 rely	 fully	 on	 achievements	
at	home	–	 it	 could	be	built	 on	 reputation	and	
blissful	ignorance.

South	Africa	stalked	out	of	the	Commonwealth	
in	the	early	sixties,	much	to	the	delight	
of	 the	 ascendant	 white	 community.	
Slowly	but	surely	its	international	voice	
was	 muted,	 scorned	 and	 boycotted.	
International	relations	become	a	public	
relations	 exercise	 and	 a	 domestic	 con	
trick.	 Isolation	 was	 intended	 to	 hurt,	
and	 when	 the	 academic	 and	 cultural	
boycotts	 and	 trade	 sanctions	 were	
joined	by	a	sports	boycott	it	did.

For	 a	 besotted	 white	 South	 Africa,	
unconscious	of	the	autocratic	pabulum	
of	 bread	 and	 circuses,	 the	 return	 to	

international	sport	–	which	date	is	still	marked	
in	 all	 sports	 statistics	 and	 trivia	 –	 made	 the	
transition	to	democracy	worthwhile.	Perhaps	this	
is	a	cruel	oversimplification;	many	white	South	
Africans	were	disempowered	and	intimidated	by	
fear	and	a	creeping	securitisation	of	apartheid.	A	
small	number	actively	fought	against	apartheid	
and	 many	 people	 welcomed	 the	 new	 South	
Africa	 when	 it	 arrived	 as	 an	 escape	 from	 the	
captivity	of	riding	an	untamed	tiger.	

I	doubt	whether	many	of	them	really	understood	
how	isolated	the	country	was,	and	how	rapidly	
–	 because	 of	 the	 global	 movement	 against	
apartheid	described	above	–	it	would	be	welcomed	
back	 into	 the	community	of	nations.	And	this	
welcome	came	with	expectations.	South	Africa	
would	take	its	place	not	merely	as	another	free	
country	but	as	the	newest	and	shiniest	jewel	of	
democracy	 expected	 to	 contribute	 vigorously	
and	bravely	to	the	ongoing	movement	for	human	
rights	and	democracy	which	was	flourishing	 in	
the	collapse	of	the	Berlin	wall.

Two	 early	 experiences	 burnt	 our	 fingers.	 And	
then	 we	 also	 had	 our	 history	 to	 consider.	
President	 Mandela	 found	 himself	 an	 isolated	
voice	in	Africa,	unable	to	deliver	on	his	words	
of	 warning	 should	 Nigeria	 execute	 Ken	 Saro-
Wira	 and	 his	 companions.	 And	 we	 sallied	
into	 Lesotho,	 assuming	 to	 be	 able	 to	 enforce	
peace	as	part	of	a	South	African	Development	
Community	 (SADC)	 mission	 after	 a	 failed	
election,	 only	 to	 get	 embroiled	 and	 confused	
by	 unclear	 objectives,	 lack	 of	 capacity	 and	 an	
armed	battle	which	had	neither	 the	support	of	
Basothos	nor	of	South	Africans.	Ken	Saro-Wira	
was	executed;	Maseru	was	burnt	to	a	crisp	–	and	
South	Africa	learnt	that	it	was	not	that	easy	to	
be	a	good	global	citizen.

Further	 afield,	 we	 concentrated	 on	 developing	
a	 cautious	 rule-based,	 multi-lateral	 approach	
to	 international	 affairs	 together	 with	 ensuring	
our	integration	into	Africa.	The	latter	involved	
expanding	 a	 diplomatic	 presence	 –	 previously	
designed	to	maintain	western	friends	and	western	
economic	 ties	 –	 to	 create	 regional	 institutions	
in	 which	 we	 could	 act	 in	 concert	 with	 other	
Africans	within	the	continent	and	beyond,	and	
contribute	 financially	 and	 materially	 to	 peace	
and	 security	 in	 the	 region.	 It	 was	 clear	 that	 a	
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prosperous	 South	 Africa	 could	 only	 survive	
in	 a	 peaceful	 and	 increasingly	 prosperous	
neighbourhood.	

Early	feuds	with	President	Robert	Mugabe,	whose	
leadership	in	the	SADC	and	on	the	continent	
was	 suddenly	 overshadowed	 by	 a	 free	 South	
Africa	and	its	leader,	President	Nelson	Mandela,	
were	 coupled	 with	 an	 unseemly	 rush	 into	 the	
rest	of	the	continent	by	powerful	local	business	
interests	 insensitive	 to	 existing	 commercial	
connections	and	cultures	 in	 the	countries	 into	
which	 they	 intruded.	 When	 western	 interests	
appeared	 to	 be	 using	 South	 Africa	 as	 a	 proxy	
for	 re-asserting	 debates	 about	 development	
modalities,	 democratisation	 and	 human	 rights,	
South	Africans	began	to	fear	being	perceived	as	
the	“ugly	American”	on	the	continent.	

Analysts	 looking	 back	 on	 15	 years	 of	 re-
integration	 into	 a	 continent	 that	 was	 already	
looking	for	new	ways	of	being	in	the	world	are	
surprisingly	 confident	 about	 its	 achievements.	
“Under	 Mbeki’s	 presidency	 since	 1999,	 South	
Africa	 established	 solid	 credentials	 to	 become	
Africa’s	leading	power.	[He]	consistently	sought	
multilateral	 solutions	 to	 resolving	 regional	
conflicts	 and	 skillfully	 used	 both	 a	 strategic	
partnership	 with	 Nigeria	 and	 his	 chair	 of	 the	
African	Union	between	2002	and	2003	to	pursue	
his	goals.	He	was	the	first	chair	of	the	AU	and	
was	 also	 chair	 of	 the	 Non-aligned	 Movement;	
he	was	 the	 intellectual	 architect	of	NEPAD…	
South	Africa	is	becoming	an	African	power	and	
can	aspire	to	global	middle	power	status	through	
its	 current	policy	of	working	with	key	African	
allies	…	[Its]	future	lies	in	Africa	and	its	global	
status	can	only	be	achieved	by	being	accepted	as	
a	leader	on	its	own	continent.”9	

Alliances	 with	 Africa	 and	 with	 key	 countries	
in	 the	 Group	 of	 77	 and	 the	 Non-Aligned	
Movement	 dominated	 decisions	 taken	 in	 the	
United	Nations	–	where	aspirations	to	leadership	
and	 a	 multilateral	 approach,	 together	 with	 an	
absolute	abhorrence	of	war	as	a	means	of	solving	
problems,	formed	the	rationale	for	its	advocacy	
for	 institutional	 reform.	 But	 for	 many,	 South	
Africa’s	 behaviour	 in	 the	 Security	 Council	
and	 various	 human	 rights	 forums	 contradicted	
its	 own	 values	 and	 history.	 Tracking	 of	 voting	
patterns	 demonstrated,	 first,	 that	 South	 Africa	

blocked	or	undermined	attempts	to	put	situations	
similar	to	apartheid	South	Africa	on	the	agenda	
of	the	UN	assembly	and	Security	Council	itself.	
Resolutions	on	Zimbabwe	and	Burma	were	cases	
in	point,	even	raising	controversy	among	South	
Africans,	few	of	whom	were	used	to	following	the	
country’s	behaviour	in	international	institutions	
Arguments	 that	 these	 should	 be	 dealt	 with	 in	
the	correct	forums	–	such	as	the	Human	Rights	
Council	 	 rang	 false	 when	 representatives	 in	
those	forums	also	blocked	movement.	In	general	
the	 country	 avoided	 consideration	 of	 the	 not	
unnatural	argument	that	the	struggle	for	freedom	
in	 South	 Africa	 had	 been	 enhanced	 through	
similar	UN	resolutions	and	action.10

A	 hue	 and	 cry	 in	 certain	 countries,	
despite	 being	 deserved,	 has	
overshadowed	 the	 achievements	 in	
Africa,	 and	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 this	
diplomatic	cautiousness	has	benefitted	
South	Africa’s	own	economic	interests,	
where	relations	with	African	countries,	
China,	India	and	Brazil	have	broadened	
the	 options	 open	 to	 commerce	 and	
development.

However,	 disillusion	 over	 internal	
progress	and	the	plight	of	the	poor,	and	
disappointment	 at	 the	 lack	 of	 public	
moral	 leadership	 in	 international	
forums,	 both	 suggest	 that	 we	 should	
stop	thinking	of	South	Africa	as	a	touchstone	for	
new	global	governance.	Mandela	himself	cannot	
live	 forever	 and	 in	 the	 20th	 and	 21st	 century	
no-one	entering	 the	pantheon	of	modern	gods	
can	 survive	 the	 iconoclasm	 and	 scepticism	 of	
modern	humanity.	

If	messiahs	are	to	be	sought,	they	must	be	sought	
elsewhere.

This	does	not	mean	that	we	should	not	answer	
the	 question:	 “What	 South	 Africa	 does	 the	
world	need?”	Apart	 from	the	 requirement	 that	
everyone	ask	 that	question	 for	 themselves	 and	
their	 own	 country,	 there	 are	 ways	 in	 which	
South	 Africa	 does	 remain	 an	 imagined	 place	
capable	of	inspiring	and	transforming	itself	and	
those	around	it.

Despite	 the	 infuriating	 denial	 of	 xenophobia,	
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its	 inability	 to	 provide	 safety	 for	 its	 own	
citizens,	 and	 its	 difficulty	 in	 changing	 well-
funded	 and	 designed	 national	 budgets	 into	
quality	 government	 services	 and	 development	
outcomes,	 there	 are	 many	 things	 about	 the	
country	that	have	gone	right,	and	many	others	
that	are	redeemable.

In	a	neighbourhood	recently	bedevilled	by	false	
dawns	 and	 contested	 elections	 accompanied	
by	 violence,	 South	 Africans	 elected	 their	 fifth	
parliament	and	indirectly	their	fourth	president	
in	an	undisputed	election,	despite	pre-election	
tensions	 and	 jitters.	The	 government	 that	was	
formed,	although	still	representing	the	dominant	
ANC,	produced	a	new	and	competent	cabinet	
and	has	been	vigorously	responsive	to	the	faults	
of	 the	 civil	 service	 and	 the	 faultlines	 of	 the	
society.

It	 managed	 to	 do	 this	 despite	 being	 one	 of	
the	 emerging	 economies	 most	 affected	 by	 a	
recessionary	global	economy,	given	its	degree	of	
integration.	

In	 absolute	 terms,	 it	 has	 a	 large	 active	 and	
organised	 civil	 society	 and	 a	 private	 media	
which	 prides	 itself	 on	 its	 independence	 and	
which	 is	 fed	 by	 academic	 journalism	 schools	
that	would	be	envied	in	many	countries.	These	
are	 merely	 a	 small	 subset	 of	 a	 large	 academic	
community	 that	 is	 finding	 a	 public	 voice	 after	
some	 years	 of	 parochialism.	 In	 many	 other	
respects	the	constitutional	democracy	 is	 strong	
and	the	institutions	built	and	laws	promulgated	
sufficiently	responsive	and	serious	to	meet	most	
challenges.	

Perhaps	 most	 importantly,	 the	 Constitution	
has	been	tested	and	found	to	be	an	instrument	
capable	of	protecting	and	promoting	the	interests	
of	people	over	their	government	and	retaining	
the	power	which	they	originally	acquired	and	
which	the	Constitution	confirmed.

What	is	more,	irrespective	of	its	contribution	to	
a	renewed	world,	it	is	clear	that	South	Africa	is	
essential	to	the	present	circumstances.	Even	the	
jaundiced	R.W.	Johnson	retains	the	belief	in	the	
exceptional	nature	of	South	Africa:	
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“… if South Africa fails, and thus Africa 
fails, long before the end of this century 
Africa will face a situation infinitely worse 
than it does now. Such a defeat would doom 
Africa to an indefinite further period of 
serving as a source of raw materials – human 
as well as mineral – for a world leaving it 
further and further behind…. The damage 
would inevitably affect relations between 
black and white around the world.”11

His	 argument	 is	 an	 economic	 one,	 but	 an	
economic	 one	 with	 human	 consequences	 for	
prejudice	 and	 misunderstanding.	 Following	
the	 United	 States	 of	 America’s	 election	 and	
inauguration	of	an	African	American	citizen	as	
president,	it	serves	to	confirm	that,	despite	our	
scientific	understanding	of	 the	 inconsequential	
nature	of	 skin	colour	and	the	unitary	origin	of	
humanity,	race	does	still	matter	and	will	continue	
to	do	so	while	poverty	and	inequality,	exclusion	
and	 prejudice	 coincide	 so	 unfortunately	 with	
the	darkness	of	one’s	skin.

In	 a	 world	 where	 this	 remains	 a	 sore,	 South	
Africa’s	 choice	 and	 continuing	 struggle	 to	
affirm	 and	 implement	 the	 establishment	 of	 a	
unitary,	non-racial,	democratic	state	remains	of	
consequence	for	the	world.

In	like	vein,	South	Africa’s	choice	to	be	a	secular	
state	 in	 which	 religion	 and	 faith	 is	 respected,	
and	in	which	tolerance	and	equality	are	matters	
of	state	policy	and	citizen	responsibility,	speaks	
to	the	dilemmas	being	faced	in	other	countries	
still	 fearful	 of	 being	 overwhelmed	 by	 some	 or	
other	 fundamentalism	oblivious	to	the	manner	
in	 which	 inclusion,	 as	 opposed	 to	 separate	
development,	undermines	such	fundamentalism	
and	intolerance.	

Then	South	Africans	have	two	deep	experiences	
which	speak	to	a	world	struggling	to	build	a	more	
just	and	participatory	society.

It	 is	 a	 country	 that	 did	 have	 a	 successful	
transition	 from	 a	 centralised	 national	 security	
state	 governing	 through	 a	 philosophy	 of	 total	
strategy	–	the	marshalling	of	economic,	cultural	
and	 political	 power	 to	 combat	 and	 undermine	
any	 form	 of	 resistance	 –	 to	 a	 constitutional	
democracy.	 It	 has	 become	 popular	 recently	 to	

point	 to	South	Africa	 as	 a	 country	which	had	
remarkable	 advantages	 in	 undertaking	 this	
journey	which	make	it	sui	generis;	this	thinking	
has	started	to	replace	an	equally	unrealistic	view	
of	the	transition	as	a	miracle.

However,	 a	 return	 to	 the	 writing	 of	 the	
decades	 prior	 to	 the	 founding	 election	 will	
find	 few	 optimists.	 The	 mid-eighties	 were	
bleak	 years,	 marred	 by	 recurring	 states	 of	
emergency,	 detentions,	 proxy	 wars	 inside	 and	
outside	 the	 country,	 an	 ongoing	 dirty	 war	 in	
which	 disappearances	 and	 duplicity	 combined	
with	 extra-judicial	 killings,	 and	 the	 ongoing	
imposition	 of	 judgement	 by	 courts	 applying	
unjust	 if	 duly	 procedural	 laws.	 This	 was	 the	
fourth	 wave	 of	 explicit	 violence	 imposed	 on	
emerging	 internal	 resistance	 movements	 –	
marking	every	decade	from	the	1950s	–	although	
it	was	merely	the	foreground	of	a	daily	backdrop	
of	oppression.12	

The	negotiated	settlement	and	the	establishment	
of	 a	 peaceful	 unitary	 state	 was	 not	 a	 foregone	
conclusion.	 Even	 when	 former	 president	
De	 Klerk	 unbanned	 the	 ANC	 after	 a	 mix	 of	
tentative	 contacts,	 secret	 discussions	 and	 the	
climate-building	work	of	organisations	like	Idasa,	
many	futures	were	still	open	to	South	Africa,	as	
they	are	open	to	other	countries	seeking	a	new	
destiny.	

Forgotten	 in	 the	 short	 hand	 of	 a	 successful	
transition	 are	 the	 civil	 war	 in	 KwaZulu	 Natal	
and	 its	 extension	 into	 the	 East	 Rand	 and	 on	
one	 memorable	 occasion	 into	 the	 centre	 of	
Johannesburg,	 or	 the	 short	 but	 bitter	 right-
wing	attempt	to	take	over	and	create	a	separate	
fastness	 in	 the	 west	 of	 the	 country	 around	
Mafikeng	 and	 the	 still	 existing	 Bantustan	 of	
Bophuthatswana.	Written	into	the	margins	are	
the	 assassination	 of	 one	 of	 the	 likely	 heirs	 to	
Mandela,	Chris	Hani,	or	the	massacres	at	places	
like	Boipotong	where	39	people	were	killed	in	a	
single	 night	 of	 mayhem.	 Reduced	 to	 absurdity	
is	 the	 invasion	 of	 the	 negotiating	 chamber	 by	
an	armoured	vehicle	driving	through	the	 front	
door	 surrounded	 by	 camouflaged	 right-wing	
extremists.	 The	 last	 minute	 effort	 to	 get	 the	
Inkatha	Freedom	Party,	a	Zulu	chauvinist	party	
smarting	 from	 its	 alienation	 from	 the	 ANC	
and	its	marginalisation	after	accepting	terms	of	
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peace	which	it	felt	had	still	not	been	met,	into	
the	 1994	 elections	 and	 onto	 the	 ballot	 paper	
(after	 it	had	already	been	printed)	has	become	
merely	a	fireside	tale.

And	 the	 collapse	 of	 the	 negotiations	 after	
the	 return	 of	 exiles	 and	 the	 emergence	 of	
underground	combatants	so	that	the	country	was	
in	a	limbo	in	which	the	resistance	movement	was	
exposed	while	the	previous	government	was	still	
in	control	of	the	state	apparatus	and	all	existing	
laws	were	in	place	made	a	retreat	to	the	laager	or	
a	messy	knife	fight	equally	possible.	As	the	ANC	
said	in	their	memorandum	of	June	1992:

Our country is on the brink of disaster. First 
there is the crisis in the negotiation process 
itself. The central blockage stems from 
the refusal of the NP government to move 
together with all of us in the process of truly 
democratising South Africa. Secondly, the 
continuing direct and indirect involvement of 
the NP government, the state security forces 
and the police in the violence as well as your 
unwillingness to act decisively to bring such 
violence to an end has created an untenable 
and explosive situation.13

I	 recall	 these	 difficult	 days	 because,	 as	 I	 noted	
earlier,	 people	 have	 begun	 to	 forget	 just	 how	
difficult	 and	 turbulent	 were	 these	 times.	 Yet	
South	Africa	survived	and	it	was	only	three	years	
before	 a	 Constitutional	 Court,	 drawn	 publicly	
from	 the	 best	 minds	 of	 the	 generation,	 made	
its	first	judgement	in	S	v	Makwanyane14	which	
declared	the	death	penalty	unconstitutional.			

South	 Africa	 therefore,	 despite	 its	
immediate	 failings,	 has	 lessons	 to	
teach	 the	 world	 about	 climbing	 out	
of	violence	and	fear	into	the	light	and	
the	 ways	 in	 which	 that	 achievement	
may	best	be	protected.	In	summary,	it	
is	a	story	of	courage,	leadership	spread	
broadly	 through	 the	 society,	 hard	
work,	persistence	and	a	refusal	to	allow	
violence	to	distract	from	the	prize.	It	is	
a	story,	in	Nelson	Mandela’s	words,	of	
how	“it	always	seems	impossible	until	
it	is	done”.

The	 second	 experience	 is	 related	 to	

the	first.	Many	are	 frustrated	by	 the	effete	and	
attenuated	forms	of	democracy	practiced	in	older	
democracies,	with	limited	election	turn-out	rates	
coupled	with	high	bureaucratisation	of	decision-
making.	 Despairing	 of	 the	 reliance	 on	 pure	
forms	of	representation	and	professionalisation,	
many	turn	to	South	Africa	to	rediscover	another	
more	 robust	 tradition	 of	 democracy	 as	 public	
work	 and	 participative	 decision-making.	 This	
is	 not	 a	 tradition	 unique	 to	 South	 Africa,	 but	
here	 it	 is	 perhaps	 more	 present,	 still	 part	 of	
daily	 discourse	 	 if	 only	 in	 the	 mourning	 of	 its	
passing	 	 and	 built	 into	 the	 Constitution	 and	
law	 of	 the	 land.	 Occasionally	 the	 cause	 of	
frustration	 to	 political	 representatives	 who	
want	to	end	consultation	and	start	delivery,	 to	
date	the	willingness	of	South	Africans	to	act	in	
concert	and	to	spend	time	in	discussion	remains	
an	 important	 reminder	 that	 the	 final	 push	 for	
democracy	was	made	by	the	United	Democratic	
Front.	This	was	a	mass,	democratic	movement	
based	on	 local	civic	organisations,	professional	
bodies,	 trade	unions,	 student	 groups	 and	every	
kind	 of	 local	 association,	 working	 not	 only	 to	
improve	 conditions	 in	 their	 own	 environment	
but	also	part	of	a	 larger	 struggle,	knowing	that	
their	 conditions	 could	 not	 ultimately	 improve	
unless	the	country	as	a	whole	changed.	

I	 suspect	 that	 the	 full	 story	 will	 never	 be	
completely	 told,	 although	 a	 flowering	 of	
biographical	 and	 autobiographical	 works,	 a	
series	of	micro-histories	and	broader	narratives,	
together	 with	 some	 analytical	 work	 by	 those	
for	 whom	 at	 least	 some	 of	 the	 events	 were	
contemporary,	 will	 provide	 grist	 for	 future	
academic	 mills.	 Three	 recent	 studies	 on	 civil	
society	space	and	participation	seem	to	suggest	
that	 insufficient	 attention	 is	 being	 given	
to	 the	 present	 state	 of	 organisation	 and	 its	
manifestations	within	 the	democratic	context	
sketched	out	above.

The	xenophobic	violence,	which	some	blamed	
on	a	“third	force,”15	was	found	by	researchers	to	
be	quite	sufficiently	explained	by	South	Africans’	
ability	to	“get	organised”,	whether	for	a	party,	a	
funeral,	a	protest	or	a	community	clean-up.	This	
ability	and	willingness	to	get	together	and	make	
a	 plan	 has	 been	 institutionalised	 in	 a	 number	
of	 laws,	 so	 that	 whether	 implementation	 is	 of	
sufficient	quality	to	meet	our	high	expectations	
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or	not,	the	society	is	permeated	by	imperatives	
and	opportunities	for	participation.	Indeed,	the	
Constitutional	 Court	 has	 had	 to	 declare	 itself	
on	the	extent	of	public	participation	necessary	
to	 pass	 laws.	 Ward	 committees,	 community	
police	 forums,	 budget	 forums,	 local	 economic	
development	 forums,	 HIV/AIDS	 councils,	
the	 National	 Economic	 Development	 and	
Labour	Council	(Nedlac),	environment	impact	
assessment	 processes	 and	 many	 other	 similar	
public	spaces	test	the	mettle	of	citizens,	elected	
representatives	 and	 civil	 servants.	 It	 is	 easy	 to	
be	cynical	about	these	invited	spaces,	and	South	
Africans	 are	 perfectly	 capable	 of	 this	 cynicism	
without	 assistance	 from	 external	 critics,	 but	
many	 countries	 would	 love	 the	 opportunity	 to	
inhabit	even	a	part	of	this	space.

This	is	not	the	only	space	that	South	Africans	
have	 made	 their	 own.	 Among	 the	 organising	
traditions	 underpinning	 our	 democracy	 are	
those	 of	 self-reliance	 and	 conscious	 action	 for	
development,	apart	from	or	in	spite	of	the	state.	
This	was	inevitable	given	the	selfish	construction	
of	 the	 apartheid	 state	 to	 serve	 the	 needs	 of	
about	 ten	 percent	 of	 the	 population.	 Trying	
to	 redefine	 the	 borders	 of	 the	 country	 so	 that	
this	 ten	 percent	 was	 in	 the	 majority,	 with	 the	
other	90	percent	occupying	a	patchwork	variety	
of	 	pseudo-independent	arid	 states	bounded	by	
security	 autobahns,	 was	 a	 chimera,	 doomed	 to	
fail,	as	it	did.

So	 South	 Africans	 now	 have	 the	 legal	
environment	entrenched	which	enables	them	to	
act	 in	concert	 independently	 in	 the	 interstices	
between	 the	 state	 and	 commerce.	 Of	 course,	
the	democratic	skills	that	drove	the	movements	
of	the	1980s	and	70s	are	being	diluted	by	skills	
learnt	in	the	bureaucracy	and	private	companies,	
and	 by	 aping	 those	 represented	 in	 the	 media	
available	–	which	now	includes	that	from	places	
which	 themselves	 think	 of	 South	 Africa	 as	 a	
well	 from	which	 to	draw.	South	Africans	were	
early	 adopters	 of	 new	 technologies	 –	 mobile	
phones,	email,	fax	machines,	the	internet		and	
these	 were	 used	 for	 organising,	 as	 had	 other	
technologies	 before.	 Levels	 of	 government	
transparency	 on-line	 outrun	 the	 internal	
processes	 of	 government	 departments,	 and	 all	
are	hampered	by	 the	expense	 that	 comes	 from	
a	 telecom	system	 still	 largely	monopolistic.	As	

with	other	countries	entering	the	internet	age,	
speed	of	transmission	of	information	has	become	
mistaken	 for	knowledge	and	ability	 to	 interact	
for	organisation	and	public	action.

Behind	 this	 whizzing	 electronic	 world	 can	
still	be	 found	 the	 savings	 clubs,	 entertainment	
groups,	 funeral	 societies,	 cultural	 gatherings,	
community	 associations,	 and	 other	 voluntary	
associations	that	weave	the	society	together	with	
many	invisible	threads	and	occasionally	connect	
with	one	another	in	ways	which	develop	public	
wealth	 and	 enrich	 public	 policy.	 Of	 course,	
there	 are	 also	 places	 in	 South	 Africa	 where	
these	organisations	do	not	weave	the	
society	 together	 and	 places	 in	 which	
they	seem	to	be	absent	or	at	odds	with	
one	another,	often	consumed	in	a	fight	
for	economic	survival.	

The	emergence	of	migrant	associations,	
often	intentionally	separate	and	then	
unfortunately	isolated	from	the	society	
at	large,	adds	to	the	new	challenges	of	
social	cohesion	which	form	the	regular	
agenda	 of	 mediating	 civil	 society	
organisations	and	also	of	a	government	
multi-departmental	task	force.	South	Africa	does	
seem	to	resist	a	public	discourse	of	factionalism	
and	exclusion,	even	if	 in	some	contexts	 it	acts	
differently	from	the	words	it	speaks.

There	 is,	 therefore,	 some	 evidence	 that	 South	
Africa	does	have	 this	 contribution	 to	make	 to	
a	world	in	which	all	too	often	people	are	at	the	
mercy	of	the	state,	driven	to	limited	and	isolated	
private	lives,	and	where	there	is	space	for	public	
activity,	marginalised	to	those	forms	of	activity	
that	are	of	little	public	consequence.	

So	where	do	we	have	to	take	this	conversation	
on	the	South	Africa	that	the	world	needs?

Firstly,	South	Africa	has	to	succeed	in	its	social	
project	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 its	 own	 people.	 This	
success	will	have	repercussions	for	the	region	in	
which	it	is	located	–	providing	some	example	of	
what	is	possible,	but	more	importantly	allowing	
it	to	act	as	the	ballast	on	which	the	rest	of	the	
region	can	remain	upright	and	afloat.

Secondly,	this	success	will	have	implications	for	
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the	 world	 because	 it	 will	 have	 been	 achieved	
in	the	face	of	many	obstacles	which	face	other	
countries	 in	 the	world	–	uneven	development,	
inequality,	 pockets	 of	 extreme	 poverty	 and	
apparent	 linguistic,	 religious,	 ethnic,	 race	 and	
class	heterogeneity.

Thirdly,	this	peace	and	prosperity,	even	if	limited,	
will	legitimate	the	other	lessons	which	it	can	and	
should	make	available	to	the	world:	a	process	for	
achieving	a	rights-based	democratic	country	out	
of	 the	 ruins	 of	 authoritarianism,	 and	 a	 means	
of	 doing	 democracy	 which	 empowers	 ordinary	
citizens	and	reminds	them	of	their	power,	even	
in	those	aspects	of	governance	which	seem	most	
complex	and	esoteric.

Fourthly,	 a	 successful	 South	 Africa	 becomes	
one	 among	 many	 assets	 of	 the	 international	
community,	 acting	 in	 its	 own	 interests	 out	
of	 a	 culture	 of	 human	 rights	 and	 democracy,	
representing	 not	 merely	 its	 elites	 but	 its	
people	and	therefore	being	on	the	right	side	of	

history	more	often	than	not,	adding	 its	weight	
and	 wisdom	 to	 the	 dilemmas	 of	 the	 future.16	
Some	 of	 these	 are	 already	 predictable.	 Others	
are	not.	

Amongst	 those	 that	 are	 predictable,	 the	 most	
fundamental	appears	to	be	climate	change,	while	
institutional	 reform	 and	 transformation	 has	
already	developed	its	own	pace	and	necessity.	

Let	me	give	an	example	from	what	South	Africa	
is	and	can	become	to	suggest	that	the	world	does	
indeed	need	it.	Climate	change	is	an	existential	
threat	 and	 a	 global	 governance	 challenge.	
South	 Africa	 is	 an	 emerging	 economy	 based	
on	 cheap	 energy	 extracted	 largely	 from	 coal.	
So	it	is	a	major	polluter	now	and	could	become	
even	 more	 so.	 As	 an	 emerging	 economy	 it	
must	make	choices	which	are	painful,	 ignoring	
the	unfairness	 inherent	 in	having	to	curtail	 its	
journey	 down	 a	 development	 path	 long	 taken	
by	 the	 modern	 industrial	 nations.	 Because	 of	
its	vibrant	democracy	 it	 already	has	a	cadre	of	
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environmentalists	 who	 have	 understood	 the	
greater	good	and	the	consequences	for	policy	and	
behaviour.	 Because	 of	 the	 social	 capital	 across	
the	country	and	a	history	of	concern	 for	other	
environmental	 issues	 these	 environmentalists	
are	 in	 a	 position	 to	 garner	 legitimacy	 for	 hard	
choices.

A	 representative	 democracy	 is	 responsive	 to	
these	 debates	 and	 can	 confidently	 enter	 into	
discussions	 with	 other	 developing	 countries	
and	 into	 the	 forums	 where	 they	 must	 interact	
awkwardly	with	the	culprits.	It	may	even	be	that	
South	Africans	understand	the	compromises	that	
must	be	created	in	a	world	in	which	perpetrators	
cannot	be	wished	away	but	must	become	part	of	
the	solution.

Even	 if	 this	 is	 messianic	 thinking,	 it	 has	
penetrated	our	consciousness	sufficiently	to	have	
developed	 a	 confidence	 in	 international	 and	
regional	 affairs	 which	 is	 required	 if	 challenges	
are	to	be	faced.	In	a	world	in	which	states	and	
people	 must	 live	 together	 or	 sink	 together,	
having	those	who	have	made	the	choice	to	live	
together	and	found	it	works	is	really	needed.

Some	key	questions:

If	South	Africa’s	vision	of	its	international	
role	is	“an	African	continent,	which	
is	prosperous,	peaceful,	democratic,	
nonracial,	nonsexist	and	united,	and	
which	contributes	to	a	world	that	is	just	
and	equitable”17,	what	needs	to	be	done	
internally	and	internationally	to	ensure	
that	this	is	possible?	How	should	South	
Africans	deal	with	possible	conflicts	over	
values	on	the	continent?

How	will	we	manage	the	differing	
expectations	of	African	states,	their	citizens	

•

•

and	the	global	human	rights	community?

How	do	we	manage	an	increasingly	
complex	multi-polar	world	in	which	
countries	have	different	views	of	what	
South	Africa	should	be,	and	in	which	the	
scramble	for	Africa	and	its	resources	is	
intensifying?

How	does	South	Africa	maintain	its	
commitment	to	the	G8	and	G20	processes	
while	continuing	to	avoid	being	seen	as	big	
brother	on	the	continent?

Can	it	recover	from	its	treatment	of	
migrants	and	establish	itself	as	a	society	
from	which	foreigners	can	draw	support	
and	feel	at	home?

How	can	it	establish	a	democratic	narrative	
with	which	it	feels	comfortable	and	which	
it	can	share	with	other	countries?	To	what	
extent	is	this	narrative	in	or	out	of	step	
with	the	demands	facing	the	world	today?

What	international	institutions	require	
re-shaping	and	what	contribution	should	
South	Africa	make?

If	sub-regional	and	regional	integration	is	
in	principle	agreed,	what	does	South	Africa	
have	to	help	this	become	a	reality,	and	how	
will	it	change	South	Africa	itself?	What	
needs	to	be	done	to	prepare	South	African	
citizens	for	such	change?

What	are	the	big	challenges	facing	the	
world	that	will	require	South	Africa	to	play	
its	part	in	their	solution?

What	are	the	underlying	issues	that	have	
to	be	addressed	in	answering	the	question:	
“What	South	Africa	does	the	world	need?”

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Who and what is South Africa?

T his	is	a	summary	of	points	raised	by	three	discussion	groups	at	a	dialogue	on	the		
question:	“What	South	Africa	does	the	world	need?”,	co-hosted	by	Idasa	and	the	
Forum	for	a	New	World	Governance	in	Pretoria	on	Wednesday	19	August	2009.

Who	and	what	is	South	Africa?	Citizens,	the	state,	the	dominant	political	party?	
Are	there	different	interests,	expectations	and	identities	among	citizens	themselves?	
Given	our	history	and	migrant	populations,	how	do	we	deal	with	the	“larger”	South	
Africa	in	which	borders	play	less	of	a	role?

•	 Related	to	this,	do	we	understand	what	South	Africa	South	Africans	need	and	
how	to	achieve	it?

On	the	other	hand,	who	or	what	is	the	world?	Do	different	countries	and	regions	
have	different	expectations	and	are	these	compatible?	

How	to	we	relate	to	the	rest	of	the	continent,	in	particular?	Is	there	a	moral	
obligation	to	lead?	Are	we	behaving	in	a	neo-colonial	way?	Given	that	citizens,	
commercial	interests,	parties	and	the	state	all	interact	with	Africa	differently,	how	
do	we	manage	this?

Do	we	understand	the	weight	of	our	past	and	the	damage	that	it	did	to	us	and	to	
the	neighbourhood?	Have	we	come	to	terms	with	that	and	the	limitations	it	then	
imposes	–	xenophobia,	violence	and	lack	of	state	capacity?

Are	South	Africans	sufficiently	aware	of	the	world?	What	is	being	done	to	assist	
them	to	become	more	aware	of	the	debt	that	is	owed,	and	our	own	foreign	policy	
choices?

Does	South	Africa	have	ideas	and	experiences	it	should	share?	In	particular,	what	
about	the	values	of	mobilisation	for	public	good,	ubuntu	and	the	stories	of	ordinary	

•

•

•

•

•

•

Who and what is South Africa? Is it citizens, does 
it include resident non-citizens, the state, the 
dominant political party? Are there different 
interests, expectations and identities among 
citizens and other residents themselves? And 
given our history and migrant populations, how 
do we deal with the “larger” South Africa in which 
borders play less of a role? Related to this, do 
we understand what South Africa South Africans 
need and how to achieve it?
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citizens	in	resisting	and	overcoming	apartheid?

 Dialogue

What South Africa 
Does the World Need?
Karin	Alexander,	Yvette	Geyer	and	
Paul	Graham

I n	late	August	2009,	Idasa	and	the	Forum	for	a	New	World	Governance	co-hosted	
a	dialogue	in	South	Africa.	The	challenge	issued	by	the	Forum	was	to	discuss	what	
South	Africa	the	world	might	need	in	light	of	the	importance,	in	the	21st	century,	

of	the	redefined	and	reshaped	architecture	of	power.	That	is:	 is	our	world	structured	to	
face	 the	challenges	of	 today?	Are	we	 ready	 to	 face	 them	and	do	we	have	 the	capacity	
to	face	them?	If	we	can’t	face	the	challenges	at	the	global	level,	will	we	be	able	to	face	
those	same	challenges	at	the	national	level	and	can	national	level	responses	lead	the	way	
to	discovering	global	responses	that	can	create	new	forms	of	creative	governance?	If	we	
acknowledge	that	a	world	organised	into	nation	states	that	gather	as	the	United	Nations	
is	no	longer	able	to	respond	to	the	crises	that	we	face	(be	they	financial	or	environmental	
crises,	for	example),	we	therefore	need	to	consider	in	more	depth	what	it	means	to	think	
locally	and	globally,	and	to	act	locally	and	globally.

The	dialogue	considered	the	above	introductory	paper	and	a	series	of	questions	(see	page	
20)	which	arose	from	that	paper.	Then	it	entered	into	a	facilitated	discussion	in	which	it	
had	to	both	frame	the	issues	and	construct	a	means	to	resolve	these	issues.	

This	summary	report	captures	a	complex	discussion	in	a	linear	way	and	promotes	a	consensus	
resolution.	 The	 dialogue	 itself	 was	 both	 more	 textured	 and	 multi-layered,	 drawing	 on	
the	stories	and	experiences	of	a	participant	group	originating	from	five	continents.	Each	
participant	gave	two	days	of	their	busy	lives	to	address	the	question:	“What	South	Africa	
does	the	world	need?”

Karin Alexander, 
Yvette Geyer and 
Paul Graham are 
based in African 
democracy  
institute Idasa’s 
Pretoria offices.
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The	opportunity	to	reflect	on	this	question	
was	 a	 refreshing	 opportunity	 for	 people	
who	spend	their	lives	trying	to	construct	a	
world	that	is	more	peaceful	and	just.	
The	 short	 answer	 was	 that	 the	 world	 needs	 a	
well-developed,	unified,	cohesive	and	influential	
South	Africa.	However,	 that	answer	belies	 the	
complexity	of	the	discussions	and,	in	particular,	
the	 rich	 debate	 that	 flowed	 from	 rephrasing	
the	 problematic	 to	 ask	 both	 what	 underlying	
issues	South	Africa	needs	 to	address	 to	answer	
the	 question,	 and	 whether	 South	 Africa	 is	
actually	in	a	position	to	contribute	towards	the	
creation	of	a	local	to	global	link	previously	seen	
during	 the	 world	 solidarity	 movement	 against	
apartheid.	There	was	general	agreement	that	it	
is	 imperative	 for	 the	 future	 not	 only	 of	 South	
Africans	but	also	for	all	who	live	on	our	planet	
that	 this	 conversation	 should	 be	 the	 first	 of	
many.

What is South Africa?
Participants	 broadly	 felt	 that	 South	 Africa	
and	 South	 Africans	 are	 confused	 by	 the	 task	
of	 trying	 to	meet	not	only	 the	expectations	of	
South	African	citizens	but	also	the	expectations	
of	the	continent	and	the	world.	This	situation	is	
compounded	by	the	sense	that	there	are	multiple	
South	 Africas.	 Inclusivity	 and	 coherence	 are	
presently	 only	 aspirations.	 The	 rural/urban	
divide	and	the	stark	poverty	and	unemployment	
that	remain	despite	South	Africa’s	status	as	the	
largest	 economy	 in	 sub-Saharan	 Africa	 create	
faultlines.	 The	 presence	 of	 the	 two	 realities	
experienced	by	South	Africans	as	manifested	in	
the	two	economies	(formal	and	informal),	those	
with	access	to	basic	services	and	those	without,	
the	 ongoing	 divides	 between	 South	 Africans	
from	 different	 heritages	 as	 well	 as	 between	
established	 South	 Africans	 and	 new	 migrants	
similarly	divide	 the	country.	At	 the	 same	time	
that	 South	 Africa	 needs	 Africa	 for	 expanding	

markets	and	growth,	it	is	also	often	in	economic	
and	political	conflict	with	Africa	and	perceived	
as	neo-imperialist	in	its	efforts	to	expand	business	
opportunities	or	engage	in	conflict	resolution.

In	his	background	paper	(see	pages	5	to	19),	Paul	
Graham	noted	that	in	South	Africa	from	1988	
to	 1995	 anything	 was	 possible.	 This	 sense	 of	
opportunity,	while	it	was	accompanied	by	some	of	
the	darkest	years	of	apartheid	repression,	brought	
out	remarkable	human	energy	and	engendered	a	
spirit	 that	 said,	 “if	 you	 work	 hard	 enough	 you	

How do we relate 
to the rest of the 
continent? Is there 
a moral obligation 
to lead? Or are we 
behaving as neo-
colonialists?

Given that citizens, 
commercial interests, 
parties and the state 
all interact with Africa 
differently, how do 
we manage this?

Are South Africans 
sufficiently aware of 
the world? What is 
being done to assist 
citizens to become 
more aware of the 
debt that is owed, 
and our own foreign 
policy choices?

On the other hand, who or what is the world? Do 
different countries and regions have different 
expectations and are these compatible?
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can	 change	 the	 world”.	 It	 is,	 in	 essence,	 the	
spirit	 that	 accompanies	 many	 transitions.	 The	
issue	for	participants,	and	for	South	Africa,	was	
how	to	recapture	that	spirit	before	it	 freezes	 in	
the	first	decades	after	liberation.	
The	discussion	focused	on	why	and	how	we,	as	
individuals	 and	 nations,	 express	 our	 agency	 to	
create	 a	 different	 future.	 Is	 “protest”	 all	 South	
Africa	has	to	offer	or	are	there	experiences	from	
the	processes	of	healing	undertaken	within	the	
nation	 that	can	 inspire	and	 teach	others,	with	
humility,	as	exhibited	by	Chiron,	the	mythical	
wounded	healer?	

In	South	Africa,	a	relatively	newly	independent	
country,	 there	 are	 signs	 that	 the	 rulers	 are	
aggregating	agency	in	the	state.	That	is,	despite	
the	 nation’s	 history	 of	 protest	 for	 change	 and	
ongoing	 protests	 around	 service	 delivery	 and	
participation,	there	is	a	perception	that	the	state	
is	 increasingly	 unwilling	 to	 allow	 citizens	 to	
express	their	agency	or	to	allow	others,	including	
opposition	political	parties,	to	express	agency	on	
behalf	 of	 citizens.	 Can	 South	 African	 citizens	
and	 residents	 regain	 this	 agency	 or	 better	 use	
“protest”	to	express	their	agency?	

Relating to our Region
The	 African	 Union	 Constitutive	 Act	 marks	
a	 shift	 away	 from	 unassailable	 sovereignty	 for	
Africa,	 and	 the	world,	 and	 therefore,	 given	 its	
history,	 South	 Africa	 may	 be	 under	 obligation	
to	provide	moral	leadership	within	Africa.	This	

obligation	does,	however,	need	to	be	considered	
within	the	context	of	South	Africa’s	economic	
power.	 Though	 it	 cannot	 pretend	 not	 to	 be	 a	
leader,	 the	 nation	 will	 have	 to	 come	 to	 terms	
with	 its	 own	 changing	 culture	 and	 a	 more	
continental	 need	 for	 a	 changing	 approach	 to	
humanity	as	migration	begins	to	shape	“nations”	
differently.	

Do	 South	 African	 commentators	 and	
institutions	 	 both	 public	 and	 private	 	 have	 an	
intimate	understanding	of	and	appreciation	for	
the	 stories	and	contexts	of	 all	 the	countries	of	
our	continent?	This	needs	further	exploration	if	
we	are	to	influence	the	world.

Relating to the World
In	 the	 discussions,	 the	 group	 asked	 about	 the	
direction	 the	 world	 is	 taking,	 how	 fast	 it	 is	
moving	in	that	direction	and,	more	importantly,	
with	what	consensus?	There	was	also	some	debate	
on	 whether	 the	 world	 is	 still	 run	 by	 systems	
organised	into	and	by	the	unit	of	the	nation.	If	
we	no	longer	operate	through	such	systems	there	
is	an	opportunity	to	move	beyond	these	systems	
and	question	if	there	are	dominant	forces	setting	
the	agenda,	and	if	so,	what	they	are.	The	reality	
of	a	multi-stakeholder	world	that	may	be	more	
significantly	influenced	by	forums	such	as	Davos	
than	the	United	Nations	requires	more	nuanced	
analysis.	

The	 objective	 was	 to	 identify	 whether	 there	

Do we understand the weight of our past and the 
damage that it did to us individually, collectively 
and to the neighbourhood? And have we come 
to terms with the limitations our past may impose 
– raising issues such as xenophobia, violence 
and lack of state capacity? Does South Africa 
have ideas and experiences which it should 
share? In particular, what about the values of 
mobilisation for the public good, ubuntu and 
the stories of ordinary citizens resisting and 
overcoming apartheid?
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were	gaps	that	South	Africa	could	or	should	fill	
as	the	world	moves	forward,	particularly	in	light	
of	the	idea	that	 innovation	always	comes	from	
the	borders,	not	 the	centre.	Can	South	Africa	
make	a	difference	because	it	is	not	at	the	centre?	
Is	there	a	space	for	sharing	South	Africa’s	vision	
of	a	struggle	against	injustice,	belief	in	fraternity	
and	the	choices	of	dialogue	as	a	means	to	create	
a	 common	 future,	despite	 the	 frustrations	 they	
may	create	in	the	short	term?	

A	primary	challenge	is	whether	the	majority	of	
South	 Africans	 can	 consider	 an	 international	
role	when	there	are	so	many	internal	challenges	
in	 an	 environment	 where	 the	 peace	 dividend	
has	not	quite	paid	off	 to	 those	who	 fought	 for	
freedom	 and	 those	 who	 accepted	 the	 need	 to	
transform	 their	 thinking	 in	 the	 interests	 of	
peace	and	stability.	If	South	Africa	has	not	lost	
that	vision,	would	sharing	it	with	the	world	help	
to	 keep	 it	 alive?	 Does	 the	 country	 still	 have	 a	
common	 vision	 to	 share	 with	 our	 neighbours	
and	the	world	and,	if	not,	do	we	need	to	go	back	
to	our	foundational	drawing	board?

A New Social Pact
Participants	 grappled	 with	 identifying	 what	
is	 problematic	 for	 and	within	South	Africa,	 as	
well	 as	 potential	 solutions,	 and	 whether	 these	
solutions	 could	 be	 expanded	 from	 the	 local	
to	 the	 global.	 This	 process	 of	 self-critique	 and	
visioning	 led	 to	 the	 conviction	 that	 South	
Africans	need	to	establish	a	new	social	pact	that	
is	both	local	and	global.	

A	central	feature	of	the	group’s	analysis	of	South	
Africa	today	was	described	as	the	“schizophrenic	
sense”	 of	 being	 South	 African.	 For	 many,	 this	
analysis	 was	 prompted	 by	 the	 question:	 if	
South	Africa	 is	going	 to	 lead	 the	world	or	 the	
continent,	why	has	it	not	happened?	Are	South	
Africans	lost?	

It	 was	 felt	 that	 the	 problematic	 within	 the	
South	 African	 identity	 stems	 from	 the	 uneasy	
combination	 of	 a	 clear	 pride	 in	 the	 past	 and	
disillusionment	 with	 the	 present.	 When	 this	
bifurcation	is	combined	with	the	projected	sense	
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of	 South	 African	 exceptionalism	 –	 arising	 out	
of	 the	 peaceful	 transition	 from	 apartheid,	 the	
strong	economy,	being	the	“first	world”	nation	of	
Africa	–	it	is	evident	that	South	Africans	need	
to	re-examine	their	 identity	to	ensure	they	are	
not	limited	by	outdated	conceptions.	

There	is	a	difference	between	transition	(which	
South	 Africa	 achieved)	 and	 transformation	
(which	it	has	not,	given	the	enduring	inequality,	
rising	unemployment	and	human	 rights	 abuses	
against	foreigners).	South	Africans	need	to	work	
towards	 developing	 a	 shifting	 consciousness	
(with	changing	approaches	to	the	ways	in	which	
they	relate	to	others)	to	adapt	to	the	challenges	
of	 today.	They	need	 to	be	 less	 reliant	on	what	
are	now	outdated	modes	of	thinking.	

It	was	felt	that	South	Africans	need	the	courage	
to	re-examine	the	social	pact	on	which	the	new	
nation	was	founded.	South	Africa	once	looked	
like	 it	 had	 solved	 the	 question	 of	 difference,	
but	increasingly	that	appears	unfounded.	South	
Africa	therefore	needs	to	re-examine	itself	and	
move	 to	 a	new	consciousness.	 If	 indeed	South	
Africa	 is	 a	 microcosm	 of	 the	 world,	 it	 could	
then	be	an	example	to	the	rest	of	the	world.	It	
could	demonstrate	a	way	in	which	the	globe	can	
look	at	new	challenges	and	develop	new	ways	of	
approaching	them.	

However,	 many	 felt	 that	 this	 opportunity	 also	
presented	 a	 challenge	 in	 terms	 of	 leadership.	
In	South	Africa	the	inspirational	generation	is	
dying	 just	 as	 the	nation	needs	 to	 grapple	with	
significant	 challenges,	 and	 it	 is	 unclear	 from	
where	new	inspirational	leadership	will	emerge.

The	question	of	new	leadership	became	urgent	
as	discussions	moved	to	the	internal	challenges	
(protest	and	human	rights-related)	and	external	
challenges	(the	global	financial	crisis	and	climate	
change)	 that	 the	 country	 faces.	 Internally,	
the	 rising	 tide	 of	 social	 protest	 suggests	 that	
something	needs	to	change	within	the	system.	

Why	 is	 there	 increased	 local	 discontent	 and	
public	 protest?	 Is	 it	 simply	 because	 South	
Africans	 are	 more	 empowered	 and	 feel	 that	
they	 can	 protest	 and	 have	 the	 right	 to	 do	 so?	
Participants	 wondered	 whether	 the	 strikes	
and	 protests	 were	 strategic	 in	 terms	 of	 the	

aims	 of	 those	 protesting.	 Are	 strikes	 about	
participation,	 or	 in	 fact	 simply	 about	delivery?	
They	 illustrate	 the	 need	 for	 stronger	 citizens,	
for	 civic	 education	 in	 the	 service	 of	 active	
citizenship	 and	 citizen	 involvement	 with	 an	
awareness	 of	 responsibilities.	 In	 addition,	 we	
need	 to	 convince	 enough	 people	 that	 we	 are	
experiencing	 a	 crisis	 of	 identity,	 of	 economics,	
of	social	welfare.	There	is	a	crisis	on	the	ground,	
but	elites	are	not	feeling	it.

The	global	financial	crisis	will	have	economic,	
social	 and	 potentially	 democratic	 impacts	
on	 South	 Africa.	 Therefore,	 South	 Africans	
must	 join	 forces	 on	 the	 issue	 of	 increased	
unemployment,	 and	 use	 that	 as	 a	 hook	 to	
mobilise	 citizens	 on	 the	 scale	 that	 took	 place	
between	1990	and	1994.

In	 terms	 of	 the	 potentially	 “outdated”	 social	
pact,	 discussions	 centred	 on	 how	 to	 make	 the	
South	 African	 Constitution	 a	 reality	 and	 not	
just	 a	 remarkable	 document.	 It	 was	 felt	 that	
the	 division	 between	 the	 idea	 of	 change	 and	
the	 reality	 of	 its	 implementation	 dated	 back	
to	the	Freedom	Charter	and	from	there	moved	
through	 visions	 of	 a	 “rainbow	 nation”	 to	 the	
new	Constitution.	Perhaps	the	old	visions	were	
too	national	and	political	and,	as	a	result,	were	
removed	from	the	everyday	world	of	citizens	and	
how	to	weave	ideals	into	the	practical	challenges	
that	individuals	face.	

In	essence,	this	discussion	returned	to	the	issue	
that	 not	 all	 of	 the	 processes	 in	 South	 Africa’s	
transition	 were	 successful	 or	 productive.	 For	
example,	 South	 Africa	 is	 currently	 grappling	
with	 the	 phenomenon	 of	 imprisoned	 growth	
and	needs	to	deal	with	the	unfinished	business	
of	 the	 unconscious	 social	 consensus	 that	 is	
taking	root	in	the	form	of	racism,	inequality	and	
landlessness.	 In	responding	to	the	challenge	of	
the	 faultline	 between	 our	 aspirations	 and	 our	
reality,	 work	 needs	 to	 be	 done	 at	 many	 levels	
–	on	individual	psyches,	in	social	policy	and	at	
the	level	of	international	relations.

The	presence	of	the	faultline	raised	the	question,	
again,	of	what	kind	of	South	Africa	does	South	
Africa	want	or	need?	Participants	felt	that	South	
Africa	does	need	to	make	its	model	Constitution	
real	for	the	ordinary	person	and	through	that,	to	
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Chiron, the Wounded Healer and 
the South African Psyche  

In the myth, Chiron was the deformed offspring 
of Kronos and Philyra, having been born half-
man half-horse. His mother was so disgusted 
by his appearance that she abandoned him. 
Chiron was thus born with an inherent sense of 
shame about his origin and who he was. In the 
various versions of the myth, Chiron later incurred 
an incurable wound and, being immortal, was 
doomed to suffer for eternity. 

The more enduring aspects of the myth, however, 
have to do with how Chiron dealt with his 
incurable wound. In an attempt to heal himself, 
or come to terms with his wound, he grew into 
a great healer and teacher. Some Jungian 
analysts have found the Chiron symbolism very 
useful in understanding pain and healing. In its 
current appropriation, Chiron’s wound has come 
to represent those areas where we have been 
deeply wounded and can therefore offer much 
assistance to others because of our special 
insight and experience. 

There is perhaps some useful association of the 
Chiron mythology with the way South Africans 
have dealt with or are attempting to deal with 
their painful past. Chiron’s sense of shame about 
his being, and his perpetual quest for identity, 
can find some resonance in South Africa’s 
wounded psyche and attempts to forge a 
collective identity.

It is precisely this wounding and how South 
Africans have dealt with it that has given the 
nation something of real value to teach the 
world. 
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expand	democracy	and	make	 it	 real	 for	people	
from	 all	 walks	 of	 life.	 It	 was	 less	 obvious	 how	
this	 should	 be	 achieved,	 but	 one	 important	
element	highlighted	by	a	number	of	participants	
was	the	need	for	citizens	to	learn	not	to	support	
individual	 leaders,	 but	 rather	 parties	 or	 sets	 of	
ideas,	as	personal	support	can	become	uncritical.	
It	was	this	observation	that	bred	the	question		if	
a	critical	mass	believed	we	should	be	different,	
wouldn’t	we	already	be	different?	

Many	 participants	 felt	 that	 the	 “unfinished	
business”	 of	 the	 1994	 transition,	 if	 examined	
honestly,	impacted	on	South	Africa’s	credibility	
and	 on	 South	 Africa’s	 ability	 to	 claim	 equal	
partnership	 on	 the	 world	 stage.	 That	 said,	 the	
international	participants	 in	the	group	did	feel	
that,	while	any	country	needs	to	deal	with	the	
unfinished	 business	 of	 the	 past,	 that	 must	 not	
mean	only	looking	at	the	past	and	forgetting	to	
develop	 a	 vision	 for	 the	 future.	 What	 is	 more	
important	is	to	be	able	to	overcome	resentment,	
move	beyond	the	past	and	begin	to	build	a	new	
social	 project.	 It	 is	 possible	 to	 simultaneously	
dream	for	 the	nation	and	 for	 the	world,	whilst	
serving	 an	 internal	 dream	 and	 working	 with	
others	 to	 build	 an	 external	 dream.	 In	 reality,	
no	 one	 expects	 leaders	 to	 be	 angels;	 they	 are	
just	 people	 who	 can	 have	 an	 idea	 and	 inspire	
others.

It	was	this	emphasis	on	dreaming	and	visioning	
that	led	to	the	proposal	that	what	South	Africa	
needed	 –	 both	 for	 itself	 and	 to	 become	 that	
version	of	itself	that	could	think	globally	–	was	
a	new	 social	 consensus	or	 social	pact.	A	 space	
needed	to	be	created	to	remanufacture	consensus	
within	 the	population	and	 to	develop	a	vision	
for	the	new,	both	locally	and	globally.	

The	nature	of	this	visioning	space	was	informed	
by	 one	 participant	 who	 shared	 the	 “Walking	
Together”	 scenario	 envisaged	 in	 the	 Dinokeng	
dialogues	 (see	 box	 below)	 and	 embraced	 at	
community	forums	in	which	it	was	discussed	in	
2009.	Using	the	Dinokeng	example,	participants	
wanted	 to	 encourage	 further	 dialogue	 in	 the	
nation	to	forge	agreement	on	certain	key	issues.	
Among	 these	 was	 the	 need	 for	 the	 nation	 to	
see	 that,	 though	 the	 world	 and	 South	 Africa	
are	in	a	crisis,	a	crisis	forces	thought	and	offers	
opportunities.	During	crises,	people	need	to	take	
on	 responsibilities	 and	 to	 be	 held	 accountable	
for	their	promises	and	actions.

It	was	strongly	felt	that	the	important	thing	about	
a	new	social	pact	is	the	need	to	recognise	that	
the	 prior	 social	 pact	 (around	 the	 Constitution	
and	transition)	did	not	have	solid	foundations.	A	
new	pact	has	to	be	undertaken	at	a	personal	level,	
at	 the	 level	 of	 community	 and	 at	 a	 leadership	
level.	A	dialogue	initiated	at	the	personal	level	

Dinokeng Scenarios
These three scenarios were constructed for Old 
Mutual and subsequently presented in a series of 
conversation in forums around the country:

• Walking apart: a scenario of “musical chairs” 
or “reshuffled elites”. This is triggered by the 
failure of leaders;

• Walking behind: where the state assumes the 
role of leader and manager;

• Walking together: with active citizen 
engagement with a government that is effective 
and that listens.
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is	the	best	foundation	for	a	more	sustained	social	
dialogue.	In	addition,	the	issue	of	accountability	
must	be	central	 to	both	 the	dialogue	around	a	
new	 social	 pact	 and	 the	 eventual	 pact	 that	 is	
formed.	Participants	were	clear	on	the	fact	that	
they	 did	 not	 believe	 accountability	 had	 been	
central	to	the	previous	national	social	pact	and	
that,	without	it,	translating	great	documents	or	
ideas	into	reality	would	always	be	problematic.	
Therefore,	 what	 is	 needed	 is	 a	 dialogue	 based	
on	 the	 Constitution	 and	 something	 like	 the	
Dinokeng	 “Walking	 Together”	 scenario	 that	
focus	 on	 a	 new	 social	 pact	 under	 the	 adage	 of	
“the	age	of	implementation”.

In	ensuring	that	such	a	new	social	consensus	will	
be	valuable	there	is,	however,	a	need	to	qualify	
that	it	will	not	be	the	same	as	in	1990.	As	such,	
there	are	preconditions.	A	new	social	pact	will	
not	only	 require	a	degree	of	morality	(as	 there	
are	moral	hazards	 to	 leadership	and	 those	who	
lead	 will	 need	 to	 have	 sufficient	 credibility	 to	
put	the	pact	to	the	nation)	but	it	will	also	need	
to	carefully	consider	the	following	questions:

What	kind	of	consensus	are	we	seeking?	

On	what?	

Who	should	be	brought	in	and	how	
should	sensibilities	within	the	oligarchy	be	
handled?	and

From	where	should	such	a	dialogue	or	pact	
arise?	

The	 group	 felt	 that	 there	 would	 need	 to	 be	 a	
minimum	set	of	 issues	 for	 consensus	and	 these	
must	 not	 be	 subject	 to	 competition.	 That	 is,	
there	will	 be	 a	need	 for	 a	meta-narrative	 from	
which	to	build	and,	perhaps,	that	narrative	can	
be	 around	 African	 survival,	 given	 the	 global	
financial	 crisis.	 In	 that	 way,	 in	 converting	 the	
local	 dialogue	 into	 a	 global	 dialogue,	 South	
Africa	could,	modestly,	put	itself	forward	as	a	co-
facilitator	of	dialogue	about	the	world’s	future.	

The	 participants	 examined	 what	 such	 a	
visioning	space	should	look	like.	It	was	felt	that	
the	space	needed	to	be	one	in	which	individuals	
felt	free	to	express	themselves	and	to	discuss	the	
failings	 in	 South	 Africa	 from	 both	 individual	
and	community	perspectives.	As	one	participant	
put	it,	“what	I	have	in	mind	is	a	form	of	school,	

•

•

•

•

a	safe	circle,	led	by	civil	society	so	as	to	keep	it	
separate	 from	 the	 state	 or	 connotations	 of	 the	
state”.	

It	was	said	to	be	important	for	the	story-telling	
to	start	at	an	individual	level,	given	the	extent	
to	 which	 the	 personal	 clouds	 the	 political	 in	
the	country	and	the	extent	to	which	the	nation	
needs	to	more	openly	discuss	exclusion	and	 its	
impact	on	the	national	psyche.	In	addition,	the	
importance	of	a	new	social	pact	is	partly	the	need	
for	the	big	issues	to	be	related	to	individual	day-
to-day	 issues.	Therefore,	dialogue	 should	begin	
with	people	rather	than	organisations	or	groups.	
It	is	also,	partly,	a	recognition	of	the	fact	that	a	
purely	“national”	pact	did	not	work;	it	was	not	
sustainable	and	it	left	certain	people	behind.	

The Process of a Social 
Pact
The	discussions	 then	centred	on	 the	 following	
questions		should	the	dialogue	build	up	from	an	
individual	 to	 a	 social	 to	 a	national	 level	 pact?	
Should	 it	be	 a	national	debate,	 in	 a	variety	of	
forms,	on	the	question	of	who	South	Africa	is	and	
where	it	wants	to	go?	The	conclusion	was	that	the	
pact	needs	to	breathe	new	life	into	democratic	
institutions	at	 the	 same	time	as	addressing	 the	
issue	 of	 economic	 support	 at	 the	 community	
and	 individual	 level.	 Therefore,	 the	 dialogue	
needs	to	interrogate	why	the	Constitution	is	not	
working	and	how	South	Africans	can	bring	life	
to	it.	It	also	needs	to	emphasise	that	the	nation	
needs	 a	 new	 morality	 based	 on	 accountability		
an	 accountability	 that	 is	 not	 just	 citizens	 to	
government	but	also	government	to	citizens.	

South	 Africa	 needs	 to	 ensure	 that	 it	 creates	
a	 culture	 in	 which	 there	 is	 both	 vertical	 and	
horizontal	 accountability	 if	 it	 is	 serious	 about	
being	an	example	to	the	world.	It	was	felt	that	
this	mutual	accountability	would	allow	 for	 the	
creation	 of	 a	 culture	 of	 safety	 that	 can,	 with	
time,	breed	a	public	democratic	culture.	

Participants	 were	 concerned	 that	 the	 political	
culture	 in	 South	 Africa	 is	 characterised	 by	
distrust	 of	 others;	 opposition	 is	 only	 about	
opposing	 and,	 therefore,	 makes	 it	 harder	 for	
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people	to	hear	what	others	are	actually	saying.	
Therefore	 the	 structure	 or	 institution	 within	
which	 the	 visioning	 takes	 place	 would	 need	
to	 be	 neutral.	 It	 would	 have	 to	 be	 capable	 of	
building	and	sustaining	trust.	The	group	felt	the	
present	political	system	was	not	in	a	position	to	
either	deal	with	the	crisis	on	its	own	or	host	the	
dialogue.	Therefore,	as	a	start,	a	convening	body	
should	gather	together	all	progressive	civil	society	
organisations,	 including	 social	movements	 and	
pro-democracy	 forces	 from	 within	 all	 political	
parties	 (which	 are	 often	 those	 who	 have	 been	
pushed	out	or	marginalised).	

However,	 as	 this	 “movement”	 would	 have	 to	
target	 different	 stakeholders,	 its	 convening	
power	 would	 be	 critical.	 The	 group	 identified	
two	outstanding	issues:	whose	responsibility	is	it	
to	 form	the	convening	body?	And	how	should	
stakeholders	 such	as	 the	 state	and	 the	military	
be	included	in	the	process?	Several	participants	
did	note	that	it	was	worth	remembering	that	the	
centre	 seldom	 engineers	 shifts	 and	 while	 their	
buy-in	is	important,	change	is	often	stimulated	
from	the	periphery	(be	it	civil	society	in	the	case	
of	South	Africa	or	South	Africa	 in	the	case	of	
the	 world).	 Also,	 participants	 were	 reminded	
of	the	importance	of	building	and	stimulating	a	
network	of	relationships	that	stretched	beyond	
national	 borders.	 These	 need	 not	 be	 left	 to	
government,	 business	 and	 the	 military	 and,	 as	
civil	society,	it	is	critical	to	think	about	different	
levels	of	communication	and	networking.	

Concluding Thoughts
Two	 questions	 were	 then	 formulated:	 How	 do	
we	get	connected?	And	how	does	 the	 local	go	
global?	 Some	 participants	 were	 worried	 that	
South	 Africa	 may	 not	 yet	 be	 ready	 to	 both	
lead	 and	 learn,	 while	 others	 felt	 that	 South	

Africa	 already	 learns	 from	 and	 is	 locked	 into	
relationships	 with	 neighbouring	 countries	 that	
require	it	to	both	lead	and	learn.	

In	terms	of	 the	challenges	of	 inequality,	South	
Africa	 is	 simply	 a	 microcosm	 of	 a	 challenge	
faced	across	the	globe.	If	South	Africa	can	deal	
with	inequality,	the	world	will	be	able	to	do	the	
same.	 However,	 South	 Africa	 should	 not	 take	
on	the	role	of	leadership	for	the	sake	of	leading,	
but	 should	 see	 its	 leadership	 role	 as	 one	 of	
facilitating	dialogue	and	sharing	visioning	across	
the	continent.	South	Africa	will	also	need	to	be	
open	to	sharing	the	role	of	facilitating	and,	in	so	
doing,	leading	by	walking	alongside	or	“walking	
together”	 with	 the	 other	 countries	 of	 Africa.	
The	role	of	facilitator	can	also	breed	modesty	in	
South	Africa	and	allow	for	an	engagement	with	
the	continent	that	subverts	previous	perceptions	
of	neo-colonialist	dominance.	

If	South	Africa	is	to	play	the	role	of	co-facilitator	
for	continental	visioning	processes,	participants	
felt	 it	was	necessary	 to	note	 that	South	Africa	
should	stand	up	for	other	democratic	struggles,	
for	 other	 people	 fighting	 for	 change	 on	 the	
continent.	 In	 so	 doing,	 it	 would	 create	 buy-in	
on	the	continent	from	people	(if	not	states)	and	
reinforce	 the	 internal	 democratic	 contract	 in	
the	country.	

It	 is	 important	 to	 build	 on	 the	 potential	 that	
does	exist	in	South	Africa	–	the	levels	of	public	
awareness	and	activism.	While	the	transitional	
experience,	 exceptional	 though	 it	 was,	 must	
be	 shared,	 with	 honesty,	 both	 internally	 and	
externally,	 there	 are	 strong	 lessons	 for	 the	
continent	from	South	Africa.	As	one	participant	
noted	–	a	country	needs	to	be	both	self	critical	
and	 constructive,	 it	 must	 recognise	 its	 own	
failings	but,	in	so	doing,	look	to	find	solutions.	
A	country	that	doesn’t	tackle	problems	and	lead	
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at	the	same	time	sells	itself	short.	The	key	is	to	engage	with	others	from	a	place	of	legitimacy	and	to	
build	towards	success,	not	perfection.

Notes
1 William Wordsworth, “French Revolution – as it appeared to enthusiasts at its commencement.” 1804. 

2 General Assembly Resolution 44 (1) Treatment of Indians in the Union of South Africa, December 8, 1946.

3 Consider this poem by H.E. Dhlomo which establishes the central dilemma for South Africa and indeed the world.  
 “The Great Question”: “Would you have me as a brother / Or a revengeful beast? / Would you have us help each other, /  
 Or have our hates increased? / Would you have us live despairing? / Starve, kill, revolt and die? / Or free men co-operating; /  
 wing helping wings to fly?” (Ilanga lase Natal, 15 January 1949, p. 16.)

4 Quoted in Y. Sooka, “Race and reconciliation,” in South Africa in Africa: the post-apartheid era, ed A. Adebajo,  
 A. Adedeji & C. Landsberg, UKZN Press, Durban, 2007.

5 Leon de Kock, “An introduction,” in South Africa in the Global Imaginary, ed: L. De Kock, L. Bethlehem & S. Laden,  
 UNISA, Pretoria, 2004.

6 His fall from grace, triggered by the ascendance of Jacob Zuma to the presidency of the ANC, owed as much to Mbeki’s deep  
 unpopularity as to Zuma’s popularity, and to a belief that Zuma would provide not only a different and less Machiavellian and  
 distant leadership but also a level of responsiveness to citizens which Mbeki seemed to have irrevocably lost. Very quickly his  
 demise was described as a recall, but it amounted to the party insisting upon his resignation – which then avoided any  
 constitutional dilemmas which they might have faced if they had had to seek legal means for his removal from the position to  
 which the South African Parliament elected him in 2004.

7 Quoted in R.W. Johnson, South Africa’s brave new world – the beloved country since the end of apartheid, Allen Lane, London,  
 2009.

8 Nigerian commentator Adekeye Adebajo was quoted at a human rights dialogue organised by the Helen Suzman Foundation in  
 mid-2009: “For me, the myth of South African exceptionalism was shattered by the xenophobic attacks last May. That was a  
 watershed moment which I don’t think South Africans have quite digested.”

9 Adebajo, Adedeji & Landsberg, “Introduction,” in South Africa in Africa: the post-apartheid era, UKZN Press, Durban, 2007.

10 See http://www.demcoalition.org/site09-2008/pdf/pdf/DCP%202008%20Scorecard.pdf for tracking of UN voting records.

11 R.W. Johnson, ibid.

12 See appendix for a contemporary newsletter extract.

13 Memorandum from Nelson Mandela, President of the ANC, to F.W. de Klerk, President of the Republic of South Africa,  
 26th June 1992.

14 This veyr important judgement allowed the judges, in a unanimous judgement written by Chief Justice Arthur Chaskalson,  
 to express their own minds on the subject. It is therefore not only an absolute indictment of the death penalty, but also a  
 time capsule of the judicial personalities of the first court.

15 This was a term that was regularly, if somewhat inaccurately, used to describe organised violence from sources that could not  
 easily be ascribed either to the state or to the organised military formations of the resistance movement, but which sowed  
 division and confusion to undermine progress or community cohesion. 

16 The decision to change the name of the Department of Foreign Affairs to the Department for International Relations and  
 Cooperation formally indicates a long-standing intention to establish a development coordination mechanism which will 
 confirm South Africa’s growing status as a donor partner.

17 South Africa’s Department for International Relations and Cooperation, http://www.dfa.gov.za/department/index.html



What South Africa Does the World Need?

�1

 afterworD

Humanity is in each  
of us
Arnaud	Blin

DEMOCRACY

FREEDOM

DIVERSITY

RECONCILIATION

RESPONSIBILITY

RESPECT 

Six	gigantic	pillars,	each	of	them	engraved	with	one	of	these	powerful	words,	form	
the	 gateway	 to	 Johannesburg’s	 Apartheid	 Museum.	 You	 see	 them	 from	 afar.	 As	
you	approach,	 the	awesome	columns	 seem	to	assert	 themselves	as	 the	 redeeming	

soul	of	a	nation	most	deeply	wounded	by	centuries	of	a	tormented	history	during	which	
authority,	 in	 fact	 authoritarianism,	 prevailed	 over	 democracy,	 where	 for	 a	 long	 time	
servitude	 and	 slavery	 destroyed	 any	 notion	 of	 freedom,	 where	 diversity	 was	 combined	
with	 intolerable	 inequality,	where	humiliation,	hate,	and	ressentiment	 long	 stifled	any	
hope	of	reconciliation,	where	the	irresponsibility	of	the	controlling	minority	buried	any	
feeling	of	collective	responsibility	and	solidarity.	

The	first	part	of	the	museum,	which	stands	as	a	symbol	of	the	nation,	is	entirely	devoted	
to	Nelson	Mandela.	The	facade	is	the	doorway	to	hope.	But	it	opens	brutally	onto	the	hell	
of	Apartheid,	a	hell	that	with	time	has	nearly	been	forgotten,	along	with	how	particularly	
terrifying,	inhuman	it	was,	and	above	all,	how	long	it	lasted.	To	avoid	getting	completely	
lost	in	the	meanders	of	human	darkness,	visitors	entering	this	history	reluctantly	need	to	
keep	remembering	that	later	they	will	be	out	of	this	terrifying	tunnel	where	it	seems	so	
easy	to	sink,	body	and	soul.	
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At	first	sight,	visitors	can	wonder	if	the	nation’s	
saviour	is	not	–	in	the	country’s	history	and	in	the	
visit	to	the	museum	–	the	legendary	tree	hiding	
the	forest.	But	no:	Mandela	is	in	fact	the	heart	
of	this	history	where	the	two	faces	of	good	and	of	
evil,	of	black	and	white	too,	are	looking	at	each	
other	in	a	complex	play	of	mirrors	that	extends	
well	 beyond	 the	 nearly	 50	 years	 of	 Apartheid	
and	 can	 be	 traced	 back	 to	 the	 beginning	 of	
European	colonisation.	The	Apartheid	Museum	
is	a	visual	allegory	of	this	complex,	violent	and	
contradictory	country	that,	against	all	odds,	was	
able	 to	 reinvent	 itself	 and	 write	 itself	 another	
history.	

For	 anyone	 who,	 like	 me,	 has	 lived	 in	 Africa,	
South	 Africa	 long	 constituted	 a	 fantastic	
paradox,	 a	 mix	 of	 a	 practically	 inaccessible	
Eldorado	that	we	dreamed	of	embracing	some	day	
and	of	a	racist	hell	as	abject	as	it	was	repulsive.	
Then,	one	day,	by	enchantment	it	seemed,	came	
a	providential	man	who	chased	this	totalitarian	
nightmare	 from	 our	 minds	 and	 from	 then	 on	
turned	this	Eldorado	into	a	palpable,	practically	
accessible	 reality	 at	 a	 turning	 point	 in	 history	
where	the	rest	of	the	continent,	with	the	end	of	
the	Cold	War,	was	relegated	to	the	dungeons	of	
geostrategy	by	the	world’s	powerful,	all	too	glad	
to	 be	 rid	 of	 this	 object	 become	 useless,	 which	
had	 done	 nothing	 but	 kindle	 feelings	 of	 guilt,	
this	heavy	burden	that	the	new	White	Man	was	
in	a	hurry	to	bury	with	his	ancestors.	

From	one	day	to	the	next,	the	shameful	pariah	
South	 Africa	 became	 a	 model	 of	 democracy,	
economic	 growth	 and	 reconciliation.	 In	 a	
more	spectacular	show	than	that	of	the	former	
Soviet	 republics,	 South	 Africa	 accomplished	
an	 extraordinary	 transition	 and,	 through	 it,	
became	 the	 universal	 symbol	 of	 the	 awesome	
hope	 inspired	 by	 the	 advent	 of	 a	 new	 world	
order	 coinciding	 with	 the	 passage	 to	 the	 third	
millennium.	

It	has	now	been	16	years	since	South	Africa	began	
its	new	life.	Those	who	had	predicted	a	dark	future	
similar	to	the	one	Zimbabwe	would	experience	
under	the	pestilential	Robert	Mugabe	–	though	
he	 had	 also	 in	 his	 time	 engendered	 colossal	
hope	 –	 have	 found	 themselves	 short	 changed:	
South	Africa	has	taken	off	magnificently	and	is	
pursuing	its	flight,	sometimes	with	difficulty	and	

with	no	guarantee,	as	the	winds	have	not	always	
been	favourable,	far	from	it.	

For	 a	 long	 time,	 the	 history	 of	 South	 Africa	
seemed	to	reflect	the	great	historic	movements	
that	 transformed	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 world,	 its	
conflicts	 and	 also	 its	 hopes.	 Like	 the	 United	
States	of	America,	South	Africa	was	first	land	of	
exile	for	those	whites	–	Protestants	from	Holland	
for	the	most	part	(and	French	Huguenots)	–	who	
were	 seeking	 their	 chosen	 land	 far	 from	 the	
impurities	of	Europe.	As	for	(North)	Americans,	
three	 powerful	 ideas	 punctuated	 the	 country’s	
history:	purity	–	moral	and	racial	–	the	chosen	
people,	 and	 redemption,	 the	 latter	 two	 taken	
directly	from	the	Bible,	from	which	at	the	time	
no	newcomer	to	these	southern	lands	could	be	
separated.	

But	 these	 freedom-hungry	 brave	 men	 and	
women	were	caught	between	the	devil	and	the	
deep	sea,	that	of	the	native	peoples,	whose	land	
they	shamelessly	took	over,	and	that	of	English	
colonisation	 pursuing	 its	 vast	 geopolitical	 and	
commercial	 penetration	 there,	 as	 elsewhere.	
As	 things	 go	 with	 the	 domino	 effect	 of	 large	
invasions,	 the	 English	 pushed	 the	 Boers,	 who	
pushed	the	Africans,	all	of	this	in	a	context	of	
growing	 violence,	 especially	 against	 the	 latter,	
considered	 as	 belonging	 to	 a	 subhuman	 race.	
1838:	 date	 of	 the	 Great	 Trek,	 the	 Afrikaners’	
(Boers’)	 founding	 myth,	 for	 them	 a	 period	 of	
suffering,	 humiliation	 and	 redemption.	 Of	
ressentiment	 too.	 But	 this	 big	 movement	 was	
originally	 motivated	 by	 their	 refusal	 to	 put	 an	
end	to	slavery.	It	was	a	War	of	Secession	before	
its	time.	

The	 conflict	 between	 the	 English	 and	 the	
Afrikaners	 reached	 its	 paroxysm	 during	 the	
second	 Boer	 War	 in	 the	 late	 nineteenth	
century.	 On	 a	 background	 of	 trade	 conflicts	
over	 the	 discovery	 of	 diamonds	 and	 gold,	 the	
war	prefigured	all	 the	elements	of	 the	conflicts	
that	 would	 arise	 in	 the	 twentieth	 century,	
featuring	 trench	 warfare,	 guerrilla	 warfare,	
and	 concentration	 camps	 (where	 thousands	 of	
Afrikaner	women	and	children	would	perish).	It	
also	announced	the	fascist	and	totalitarian	Nazi	
ideas	that	would	lastingly	take	shape	after	1913,	
then	especially	in	1948.	Caught	in	the	crossfire	
of	 this	 war	 between	 whites,	 the	 black	 people	
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were	 crushed.	 They	 would	 eventually	 serve	
as	 a	 way	 out	 of	 the	 conflict.	 For	 paradoxically,	
after	 this	 particularly	 harsh	 conflict,	 the	 peace	
imposed	 by	 the	 victor	 was	 surprisingly	 lenient	
to	 the	 defeated:	 again	 the	 idea	 of	 redemption,	
an	 idea	 that	 in	 its	 application	 is	 expressed	 by	
reconciliation,	 the	 same	 reconciliation	 that	
would	be	so	talked	about	in	1994.	

This	 (first)	 reconciliation	 took	 place	 at	 the	
detriment	of	the	black	majority.	The	Afrikaners	
and	the	English	would	agree	to	take	from	these	
populations	 their	 territories,	 their	 dignity	 and	
their	soul.	In	1913,	the	Natives’	Land	Act	would	
forebode	 the	 future	 theories	 of	 Apartheid.	 The	
young	 Mohandas	 Gandhi,	 before	 working	 in	
India,	rose	up	and	advocated	in	southern	Africa	a	
strategy	of	non-violence	and	civil	disobedience.	
From	 the	 abyss	 of	 South	 Africa,	 great	 souls	
seemed	to	emerge...	

In	 the	 interwar	 period,	 fascistic	 political	
movements	 rose	 to	 power	 while	 a	 small	 group	
gathered	 into	 thinktanks	 ingeniously	 reflected	
on	 how	 to	 establish	 a	 racist	 order	 in	 the	
country,	 somewhat	 as	 the	US	neoconservatives	
would	 do	 later	 for	 the	 Middle	 East	 in	 the	 new	
millennium,	 with	 other	 directions	 but	 inspired	

from	 the	 same	 convictions	 of	 superiority.	 In	
1948,	when	the	rest	of	the	world	was	rebuilding	
the	 foundations	 of	 a	 new	 world	 order,	 Hitler	
resurfaced	 in	 this	 paradisiacal	 land	 at	 the	 ends	
of	the	earth.	The	Apartheid	regime	–	as	it	would	
be	 officially	 promulgated	 –	 was	 in	 fact	 a	 Nazi	
regime	that	was	to	last	for	nearly	half	a	century,	
once	again	crushing	the	black	population	under	
the	pretense	of	pseudoscientific	theories	on	the	
inequality	 of	 races	 and	 justifying	 it	 all	 with	 a	
“good	 neighbourly	 policy”.	 Although	 people	
were	 not	 physically	 exterminated,	 as	 with	 the	
Nazis,	the	idea	was	nevertheless	to	destroy	them	
with	 a	 method	 and	 determination	 worthy	 of	
Hitler’s	Germany.	In	a	new	social	context	marked	
by	 industrialisation	 and	 rapid	 urbanisation,	
therefore	by	modernisation,	 the	racial	 laws	and	
all	 that	 came	 with	 them	 set	 the	 country	 back	
several	centuries	to	the	first	colonial	waves,	with,	
in	addition,	all	the	modern	tools	at	the	disposal	
of	the	totalitarian	regime.	For	Europeans,	as	well	
as	 for	 Americans,	 the	 Apartheid	 regime	 was	
the	symbol	of	their	demons,	a	sort	of	portrait	of	
Dorian	Gray	exposing	their	own	monstrosity.	

In	1994,	Mandela	came	forth	as	the	Redeemer.	
As	 after	 the	 second	 Boer	 War,	 but	 this	 time	
with	the	whole	country,	South	Africa	succeeded	
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once	 again	 with	 grace	 in	 getting	 rid	 of	 its	
terrifying	 burden.	 Archbishop	 Desmond	 Tutu’s	
action,	 invoking	 national	 pardon	 to	 repentant	
souls,	 circumvented,	 through	 religion	 and	
morals	 rather	 than	 through	 justice,	 the	 effects	
of	 an	 extremely	 heavy	 ressentiment	 fed	 by	
decades	 and	 even	 centuries	 of	 continuous	 and	
unrelenting	 humiliation.	 Nonetheless,	 we	 can	
wonder	 whether	 this	 attempt	 at	 reconciliation	
through	 other	 means	 than	 justice	 does	 not	 in	
fact	constitute	an	ethical	 trap	 in	the	 long	run.	
During	 the	 seminar,	 it	 was	 clearly	 suggested	
by	 some	 that	 “what	 has	 been	 left	 unsaid”	 and	
“unpaid	 debts”	 were	 poisoning	 daily	 life	 and	
slowing	down	the	reconciliation	process.	This	is	
a	complex	question,	and	its	answers	are	far	from	
final.	

In	 a	 sense,	 South	 Africa	 contains	 in	 its	 very	
short	history	all	the	seeds	of	our	history,	that	of	a	
world	that	is	not	yet	one,	but	is	moving	in	fits	and	
starts	 in	 the	 direction	 of	 a	 plurinational	 place	
where,	 ideally,	 all	 citizens	 are	 equal	 in	 rights.	
The	obstacles	 to	this	 ideal	are	right	before	our	
eyes:	they	are	those	deployed	in	South	Africa.	

The	huge	work	accomplished	by	South	Africans		
–	and	about	which	I	understood	at	this	meeting	
in	Pretoria	that	they	were	not	truly	aware	of	their	
scope	–	 is	 the	 same	 that	 is	waiting	 for	us	on	a	
world	scale.	Their	new	departure	in	1994	echoed	
the	 historic	 break	 of	 1991	 –	 actually	 ratified	
on	September	11,	2001	–	when	the	hegemony	
exercised	by	Europeans	(supported,	 then	taken	
over	by	Americans)	over	 the	 rest	of	 the	world	
after	 several	 centuries,	 was	 broken	 down	 into	

a	variety	of	versions	of	what	is	known	
today	as	“hard”	or	“soft”	power.	

But	 where	 South	 Africa	 was	 able	 to	
resort	 to	 the	 Judeo-Christian	 force	
that	is	an	integral	part	of	its	culture	to	
emerge	from	the	pit	into	which	it	had	
plunged,	at	the	world	scale	we	need	to	
go	beyond	 this	 ethical	 framework	and	
find	 the	 means	 to	 reconcile	 diverse	
forms	 of	 thought,	 and	 spiritual	 and	
ethical	 schema,	 even	 though	 they	
have	 many	 points	 in	 common.	 The	
former	 “masters”	 have	 to	 start	 by	
understanding	others,	making	sure	not	

to	drown	in	useless	feelings	of	guilt.	The	others	
need	 to	 avoid	 the	 stumbling	 blocks	 of	 those	
who,	 after	 having	 suffered	 humiliation,	 see	 in	
their	newly	acquired	or	recovered	power	a	way	
of	feeding	ressentiment	all	the	greater	that	it	is	
inherited	 from	 the	 previous	 generations	 who,	
for	their	part,	had	no	means	of	expressing	their	
feelings.	

This	 is	 therefore	 about	 collective	 action	 that	
requires	 in-depth	 work	 on	 reconciliation	
between,	for	 instance,	Europeans,	the	Japanese	
and	the	Chinese,	between	Americans	and	Arabs	
or	Latin	Americans,	and	this	work	will	above	all	
require	the	participation	of	civil	societies,	given	
that	the	governing	classes	are	hardly	aware	that	
the	political	and	economic	correlation	of	forces	is	
not	the	only	driving	force	in	the	world:	feelings,	
passions,	 and	 memory	 are	 a	 force	 sometimes	
stronger	than	the	traditional	power	of	states	and	
the	greed	of	multinational	corporations.	

This	 is	why	 the	world	needs	South	Africa.	As	
we	 have	 found,	 it	 has	 often	 been	 a	 precursor	
in	 history,	 usually	 in	 its	 negative,	 violent	 and	
abject	versions.	Today,	the	trend	seems	to	have	
been	radically	 reversed.	South	Africa	 is	 still	at	
the	vanguard	of	major	mutations,	but	this	time	
in	their	positive	dimension,	in	the	same	way	that	
Europe,	after	centuries	of	war,	is	now	an	area	of	
peace	–	notwithstanding	a	crisis	emerging	here	
or	there	–	or	that	South	America	is	living	now	
in	peace	after	decades	of	terrifying	dictatorships.	
Like	Europe	and	South	America,	South	Africa	
is	 not	 safe	 from	 crises	 and	 is	 crippled	 with	
economic	and	social	problems.	It	is	also	showing	
that	reconciliation	requires	long,	always	difficult,	
often	laborious,	but	indispensable	work.	

In	 fact,	 it	 could	 be	 a	 model,	 even	 more	 than	
for	Africa,	for	the	rest	of	the	world.	Are	South	
Africans	aware	of	this?	The	answer	is	decidedly	
negative.	 How	 could	 it	 be	 otherwise?	 After	
centuries	 of	 turpitudes,	 after	 fifty	 years	 of	
Apartheid,	where	as	a	corollary	the	nation	had	
the	status	of	international	pariah,	South	Africans	
are	anything	but	smug	and	their	self-confidence	
is	still	rather	weak.	We	are	far	from	the	arrogance	
displayed	in	a	variety	of	forms	over	the	centuries	
by	the	Spaniards	and	the	Dutch,	by	the	British	
and	the	French,	by	Americans	and	the	Japanese,	
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and	today	by	the	Chinese.	But	this	is	also	because	
we	have	often	considered	that	the	influence	of	a	
country	was	directly	connected	to	its	power	and	
South	Africa’s	power	is	only	regional.	

Beyond	 all	 that,	 as	 a	 striking	 example,	 with	
the	 symbolism	 embodied	 by	 Mandela,	 it	 has	
extraordinary	 power	 in	 terms	 of	 collective	
imagination,	a	power	that	will	grow	exponentially	
in	the	course	of	time.	The	fact	that	Hollywood	
recently	 took	 an	 interest	 in	 South	 Africa’s	
mutation	is	an	indication:	against	all	odds,	in	the	
hell	of	Apartheid,	the	power	of	good	triumphed	
over	 the	 power	 of	 evil.	 The	 vision	 may	 be	
simplistic,	but	it	does	render	the	sense	of	history.	

I	will	end	by	quoting	a	few	words	that	left	a	special	
mark	on	me	during	my	journey	to	South	Africa.	
Over	a	cup	of	coffee,	perhaps	a	cigarette	too,	we	
were	 discussing	 all	 of	 this	 with	 Yvette	 Geyer,	
one	of	the	prime	movers	of	the	meeting	and	one	
of	 the	pillars	 of	 the	 Institute	 for	Democracy	 in	
Africa	(Idasa).	Yvette	is	a	former	activist.	She	is	
one	of	the	unsung	heroes	who	risked	their	lives	
to	end	Apartheid.	Raised	in	a	context	sometimes	

hostile	 to	her	convictions,	 she	 told	us	what	 for	
her	had	been	a	constant	source	of	wonder:	“What	
always	fascinated	me	in	this	story	and	I	find	hard	
to	understand,”	she	said,	“is	that	all	those	people,	
who	were	racist	to	the	core	of	their	souls,	all	those	
parents	 convinced	 of	 the	 inferiority	 of	 black	
people,	systematically	entrusted	the	education	of	
their	young	children,	who	were	also	 their	most	
precious	 asset,	 to	 African	 nannies	 whom	 they	
considered	from	an	intellectual	point	of	view	as	
not	even	belonging	to	the	human	race.”	

These	 were	 disconcerting	 words	 indeed	 and	
I	 have	 only	 one	 explanation	 to	 this	 obvious	
paradox:	that	behind	the	ideologies,	behind	the	
social	pressure,	behind	the	foulest	prejudices,	the	
majority	of	us	are	actually	convinced,	somewhere	
inside,	 of	 the	 following	 truth,	 which	 is	 the	
foundation	of	 civilization:	 that	a	human	being,	
no	matter	what,	will	always	be	a	human	being.	
And	 the	 solution	 to	 a	number	of	 our	problems	
and	 challenges	 may	 be	 to	 keep	 remembering	
this	 truth,	however	obvious,	 that	at	 the	end	of	
the	day,	we	are	all	fundamentally	equal,	if	not	in	
rights,	at	least	in	our	essence	and	our	soul.	
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Appendix
http://www.overcomingapartheid.msu.edu/multimedia.
php?id=23
Magazine	Article:	“Crossroads	-	Treating	the	Casualties”,	 	
Crisis	News,	April	1986




