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The last issue of the SA Reconciliation Barometer newsletter focused 
on transitional justice and reconciliation in a number of African coun-
tries, and featured articles authored by both IJR staff and our part-
ners on developments in Rwanda, Burundi, Zimbabwe, South Sudan, 
Uganda, Kenya, the DRC and Côte d’Ivoire. Political contestation and 
conflict remain regular fixtures today in a number of these countries, 
or in their very recent past, and some have begun processes to estab-
lish truth and reconciliation commissions and other transitional justice 
mechanisms. 

In this issue, our focus returns to South Africa and, lest we forget 
our own ongoing challenges in transition, it comes in the aftermath of 
the killings at Marikana, amid a protracted series of strikes in other 
mines and different sectors, and in the frenzied build-up to the ANC’s 
national conference at Mangaung in December.

Nonetheless, we at the IJR are very pleased to have our executive 
director, Dr Fanie du Toit, back in South Africa after a six-month sabbatical at the Kroc 
Institute for International Peace Studies at the University of Notre Dame – and we 
start out this issue with Fanie’s insight into the ‘uncomfortable realities’ of violence 
following on a breakdown of democratic processes, as occurred at Marikana, and the 
likelihood that social pressure and tension will increase as the economy continues to 
contract. He challenges us – civil society, citizens and government – to take up the 
recommendations of the National Development Plan in charting a way forward for 
the country.    

Also focusing on a definitive issue at this moment in South African politics, Zwele-
thu Jolobe looks at a history of internal divisions and factionalism within the ANC, a 
recurrent ‘circulation of elites’ in party leadership and contenders, in what he views 
as a ‘three-horse race’ for the top job that will play out at Mangaung. 

This issue also features an interview by Giulio Brandi with Professor Jeremy 
Sarkin, longstanding member of the executive committee of the IJR Board, who dis-
cusses his recent work as Chair-Rapporteur for the United Nations Working Group 
on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances and his contributions to the constitution-
drafting process underway in Zimbabwe. 

Then, in an article based on a paper presented at a conference on ‘Economic 
Justice for the Next Generation’ co-hosted by the IJR and the Konrad Adenauer Foun-
dation in Johannesburg in August, Doron Isaacs of Equal Education discusses the 
profound consequences of inequalities in schools, particularly for learners in under-
resourced schools that lack textbooks, libraries and skilled teachers. 

In my first article for the Reconciliation Barometer newsletter in 2012, I analyse 
the results of a qualitative study conducted by the Ahmed Kathrada Foundation and 
the Gauteng City-Region Observatory, which explored how South Africans experience 
the constitutional vision of a non-racial society, and the extent of progress they be-
lieve has been achieved. 

Finally, in an article that touches on education, the economy and the politics of 
policy-making, Diane Janzen calls for a more coherent inter-governmental and non-
partisan approach to solving the current crisis in youth unemployment, if real gains 
are to be made.

As always, your comments and feedback on this and other issues of the SA Rec-
onciliation Barometer newsletter are encouraged on our project blog at reconcili-
ationbarometer.org.

Kate Lefko-Everett
Editor/senior project leader: Reconciliation Barometer
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iJr News

Reconciling Kenya

The Justice and Reconciliation in Africa programme recently 
launched a new policy brief entitled ‘Reconciling Kenya: Op-
portunities for constructing a peaceful and socially cohesive 
nation’. The brief forms part of an ongoing project focused on 
promoting national cohesion and reconciliation, which will be 
jointly implemented by the IJR, the Kenyan National Cohesion 
and Integration Commission and the Swedish Folke Bernadotte 
Academy over the next two years. The project’s objectives in-
clude: policy analysis and advice on the justice and reconcili-
ation process and initiatives in Kenya; increasing the under-
standing of reconciliation through dedicated training courses; 
and the development of a Reconciliation Training Manual to build 
individual and organisational capacity to facilitate dialogues in 
different regions of the country. Both the policy brief and the 
collaborative project were launched in Nairobi in August. The 
brief is now available for downloading on the IJR website.

economic Justice 
In August, the IJR Policy and Analysis programme and the Konrad 
Adenauer Foundation co-hosted a conference in Johannesburg on 
‘Economic Justice for the Next Generation’. Against the backdrop 
of a widely recognised crisis in youth unemployment, as well as re-
lated challenges in education and skills development, the confer-
ence brought young leaders together with representatives of gov-
ernment, business, academic institutions and civil society to discuss 
and debate the state of schools and higher education, barriers to ac-
cessing the labour market, and how to cultivate youth mobilisation 
and participation. A selection of contributions and papers presented 
at the conference will be published in the IJR’s 2012 Transformation 
Audit. See www.transformationaudit.org.

ashley KRiel  
memoRial  
lectuRe

Ashley Kriel was a young anti-
apartheid activist and Umkhonto 
we Sizwe member from the Cape 
Flats who was killed by the po-
lice in 1987. To commemorate 
his exceptional work in leading 
and mobilising young South Afri-
cans, every year the IJR hosts the 
Ashley Kriel Memorial Lecture in 
partnership with the University of 
the Western Cape. The event aims 
to catalyse and provoke conver-
sations among youth about over-
coming the resilient legacies of 
the past, including poverty, crime 
and socioeconomic inequality. 
This year’s lecture focused on the 
theme, ‘Re-imagining the Youth: 
From Deficit to Opportunity’, and 
featured speakers and conver-
sation starters including Zama 
Ndlovu, managing director of 
Youth Lab, filmmaker Nadine Clo-
ete, musician Anele Mhlahlo and 
poet/writer Toni Stuart. The 2012 
lecture marked the 25th anniver-
sary of Kriel’s tragic death at the 
age of 20.  
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The Marikana massacre occurred on the day after the 
National Planning Commission (NPC) presented 
the final version of the National Development Plan 

(NDP) in Parliament. What should have been a day for 
consensus-building around a shared vision for the future 
became a day of mourning. Instead of agreeing on where we 
would like to go, we found something else to agree on: that 
the past had returned to haunt us.

One is tempted to see this confluence of national events as 
the worst-timed twist of fate possible. Headlines were justifi-
ably dominated by the events at Marikana at the expense of 
the Commission’s report. From all walks of life South Africans 
expressed their horror and solidarity with the suffering. Just as 
Minister Manuel wanted to lift our collective resolve to begin a 
new chapter, it received this devastating blow.

One senses that Marikana was, to a large degree, avoidable; 
that it was the consequence of poor leadership and even poorer 
policing but we will have to wait for the official reports. 

While waiting, we would do well to contemplate two uncom-
fortable realities: first, when democratic processes break down 
in this country, violence follows swiftly and excessively. Our 
society remains deeply wounded and fractious and therefore in 
need of experienced mediators, reconciliation practitioners and 
negotiators. These skills are not luxuries. They keep us alive on 
a daily basis. 

And second: it is certain that over the short to medium term, 
social pressure will increase, policing and service delivery will 
become even more complex, and union politics will become 
ever more contested as international markets contract, inflation 
grows and social fault lines come under mounting pressure.  

A United Nations report released in 2011, ‘The Global Social 
Crisis’, predicted the social pressure that would result from the 
global financial crisis – especially in developing countries such 
as ours – and made an impassioned plea for a renewed commit-
ment to inclusive social policies. We now know that the fallout 
from the global financial crisis has in fact exacerbated existing 
inequalities across the world and their long-term effects, posing 
risks to social cohesion and development worldwide. 

South Africa has not escaped this effect. Of primary concern 
is the systemic failure of society to provide the 40%, or 2.8 mil-
lion, young South Africans who are neither in employment nor 
in education or training – the so-called NEET generation – with 
opportunities to be included in meaningful and dignified ways 
into society.

Democratic South Africa has two kinds of problems: those we 
inherited and those we have created for ourselves after apart-
heid. The first kind were inevitable, the second largely avoidable. 
Poverty, unemployment and inequality are structural problems 
that have their origins in apartheid. They are also international 
challenges that we share by virtue of being part of the global 
economy.

Endemic corruption, enduring racism, high levels of violent 
crime, debilitating political infighting and bad service delivery 
are, on the other hand, much more avoidable scourges. These 
are the ills for which society and government need take respon-
sibility together. 

In retrospect, they were not only largely avoidable, but they 
have also fatally distracted us from our pursuit of our larger 
national goals – overcoming the social and economic legacies 
of apartheid. As a result, even though democratic South Africa 
may have fared better than some Afro-pessimists had predicted 
back in the nineties, we have done considerably worse than we 
could have.

The distinction may be somewhat forced, but the point is 
this: South Africans face a mountain to climb, and we cannot 
afford to keep falling over our own bootstraps. We need to be in 
the best shape possible, single-minded and focused, equipment 
stripped to the bare minimum, if we are to make the summit. 
At the moment, it seems we are embroiled in bar fights at base 
camp rather than preparing for the climb, or better still, actually 
starting our ascent.

For this reason the NDP has arrived in the nick of time. The 
message is clear. It offers a nonpartisan strategy to build a more 
inclusive society by directly tackling poverty, unemployment 
and inequality. The NPC claims this goal is reachable but only if 
distractions and avoidable errors – corruption, political infight-
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Ambitious though it may be, South Africa needs the new National Development 
Plan more than ever following the events at Marikana, writes FANIE DU TOIT.

south africa’s 
simple choice

Note from the iJr
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DemocRatic 
south afRica 
has two KinDs 
of pRoblems: 
those we 
inheRiteD anD 
those we have 
cReateD foR 
ouRselves afteR 
apaRtheiD. 

ing, debilitating labour disputes and violent crime – are kept 
to a minimum and if all actors, including government and civil 
society, buy into the plan and work together. 

The Commission’s Vision for 2030 is a long shot, but our only 
real hope. There is simply no time to make further plans or go 
back to the drawing board and start again. With critical mass 
and sufficient consensus we need to proceed, with or without 
the naysayers. The alternative is Marikana writ large.

The tragedy may yet prove a turning point if it prompts South 
Africa to face its demons honestly and turn its face to the future. 
It may also be the first sombre note in the country’s requiem. 
Sadly, those who died at Marikana will not see the future. But if 
they could, and if the future turns out brighter than today, their 
souls may find some peace.

As in the early nineties when we faced a civil war or political 
compromise, we again have a broadly acceptable plan, albeit 
also less than perfect, like our settlement was. But the NDP was 
born from sufficient consensus to provide a way forward. Civil 
society and government now face the same stark choice. We can 
choose to put political infighting, personal gain and ambition 
aside to tackle our historic challenges now, and stop distracting 
ourselves – or return to a dark past where many South Africans 
will once again die unnecessarily. It is that simple. 

Fanie du Toit is executive director of the IJR. A version of this 
article originally appeared in the Cape Times.
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The African National Con-
gress (ANC) will hold its 53rd 
national conference in Man-

gaung in the Free State in December 
2012. This will be a momentous occa-
sion for the organisation: it celebrates 
its centenary, and has demonstrated 
an impressive degree of resilience over 
these hundred years. 

National conferences are significant 
events for the ANC. They determine the 
organisation’s policy direction and have 
the power to change any decisions tak-
en by its constituent parts, and elect an 
eighty-member National Executive Com-
mittee (NEC) led by six office-bearers. 

The ANC’s position as both the ruling 
and dominant political party in South 
Africa gives the conference added signifi-
cance. ‘Mangaung’, as the event is already 
commonly referred to, should tell us what 
policy priorities government will adopt, 
and which leaders will manage the work 
of government after the 2014 national 
polls, twenty years after the first demo-
cratic elections in 1994.    

In a perfect world the policy agenda of 
the conference would assume the highest 
precedence, and provoke a critical reflection of the ANC as a 
party of government. The world, however, is not perfect, and 
as the ANC has consolidated its position as a ruling dominant 
party and in the absence of real inter-party political competition, 
intra-party competition has become highly significant. 

Rather, the ‘circulation of elites’ within the ANC and sur-
rounding issues of leadership contestation and related discipline 
of party members in support of this process, have become defini-
tive issues in ANC internal politics and will be central to the 
agenda of the organisation. Accordingly, leadership contestation 
has become the most reliable lens through which the state of the 
party as well as the survival prospects of policy proposals can 
be assessed. 

What is the state of the ANC in the run-up to the Mangaung 
conference? What issues are at stake? Who are the principle 
actors? It is important to have a historical perspective in order 
to answer these questions. 

Internal political competition is not new to the ANC, and in 
the past has included fundamental disagreements over tactics to 
fight apartheid, differences between ‘nationalists’ and ‘social-
ists’, and contestation over leadership. Internal factions as well 
as cabals – small alliances of people united to promote their 
own private interests within the organisation – have emerged 
and changed periodically, centred on dominant groups at dif-
ferent times. John Dube, the ANC’s founding president, led 
the majority of party branches in then-Natal away from the 

factioNs, cabals aNd the politics of       leadership competitioN iN the aNc
The ANC has a history of 
factionalism, cabals and 
internal party competition, 
and the lead-up to the 
Mangaung conference will 
be more of the same, writes 
ZWELETHU JOLOBE.
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mother body to form the Natal Native Congress. In 1930 Pix-
ley ka Isaka Seme, the ANC’s 5th president, led a conservative 
faction that campaigned to expel communists from the party. 
This brought about a breakaway group guided by his predeces-
sor, former party president Josiah Gumede, to form the Inde-
pendent ANC. 

Some years later, in 1959, Robert Sobukwe led an African-
ist faction located in the ANC Youth League (ANCYL) that 
rejected the founding principles of the Freedom Charter and 
broke away to form the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC). Then, 
in 1975 a cabal –  Tennyson Makiwane and others known as the 
‘Gang of Eight’ – were expelled from the ANC for arguing that 
South African Communist Party (SACP) members were over-
represented in party leadership structures. 

After its unbanning in 1990, internal ANC competition fre-
quently involved factions aligned to Thabo Mbeki, then-chief 
diplomat for the party and confidante of Oliver Tambo. Mbeki’s 
ascent into leadership in 1997 had profound implications: a fas-
cinating and complex political figure, he took firm hold over 
the party and effectively eliminated factional and cabal battles. 
This, in turn, produced ripples within the other Tripartite Alli-
ance members, the SACP and Congress of South African Trade 
Unions (COSATU). A personalised anti-Mbeki coalition was 
formed over key points of disagreement: government’s macro-
economic policy, his authoritarian leadership style, his views on 
AIDS and his perceived bias towards ZANU-PF in the Zimba-
bwean political crisis.

For the most part, Mbeki successfully contained this dissent, 
to the point of daring the SACP and COSATU to leave the alli-
ance. But a turning point finally came in June of 2005, when 
Mbeki dismissed long-term ally and deputy president Jacob 
Zuma, whose financial advisor Shabir Shaik was convicted of 
corruption. Two weeks later, delegates at the ANC National 
General Council rejected Mbeki’s handling of the Zuma matter, 
and in so doing united a ‘rag-tag army’ of leaders from COSA-
TU, the SACP and the ANCYL – together with other individu-
als, cabals and factions – who had been at the receiving end of 
the all-powerful Mbeki presidency. As the 2007 national confer-
ence in Polokwane drew nearer, so the size and influence of this 
‘coalition of the walking wounded’ grew, leading to a spectacu-
lar victory for Zuma over Mbeki. 

ANC leadership under Zuma, however, was always going to 
assume the status of a ‘transitional authority’. In the absence 
of ideological boundaries to bind the disparate groupings who 
delivered the presidency to Zuma, they soon began to fragment 
and turn on each other. Under Julius Malema, the ANCYL 
became a law unto itself, and eventually the most vociferous 
critic of the president it once strongly supported. 

COSATU, through Zwelinzima Vavi, made corruption linked 
to Zuma its main priority, calling Zuma’s administration a 

group of ‘political hyenas’. And the SACP found itself a curious 
but major critic of the ANCYL’s proposed mine nationalisation 
policy. As Zuma’s leadership weaknesses were exposed, with 
news of close family members being the biggest beneficiaries of 
an elaborate patronage system, the ANCYL openly called for the 
removal of Zuma and the ANC secretary-general, Gwede Man-
tashe, to be replaced by Kgalema Motlanthe and Fikile Mbalula 
respectively. Further, a dubious crime intelligence report identi-
fied Tokyo Sexwale as a leader of an emerging faction comprised 
of close Zuma associates, including Zweli Mkhize, whose main 
goal is to replace Zuma with Sexwale. 

The result is the emergence of three frontrunners for the lead-
ership of the party: Zuma, Motlanthe and Sexwale. The SACP, 
as well as the ANC in KwaZulu-Natal, are assumed to stand 
firmly behind Zuma. However, support from these bases may 
prove precarious and uncertain. Over the years, the power of 
the SACP within the ANC has eroded, though it continues to 
survive through the charismatic leadership of secretary-general 
Blade Nzimande. As for the KwaZulu-Natal ANC, it is unclear 
whether Bheki Cele’s dismissal as national police commissioner 
will have serious political consequences, or whether Mkhize is 
hedging his bets. 

Motlanthe is a cautious and patient politician. The support 
for his candidacy for high office is primarily located in the 
ANCYL: a constituency that is intimately linked to Mbalula’s 
bid for secretary-general. But given that Zuma has one more 
term to serve, and Motlanthe is in the pound seat, one ques-
tion will occupy his thoughts – why gamble on an all or noth-
ing game that doesn’t guarantee power, when you could buy 
your time, support Zuma and bid in the next conference from 
a greater position of strength? A lot will depend on his relation-
ship with Zuma. 

Sexwale has done a lot of ground work in the Eastern Cape 
through the ‘Anyone-But-Zuma’ (ABZ) campaign, especially in 
the OR Tambo region where the movement’s power is secure. 
However, given that the ABZ campaign is essentially another 
‘rag-tag army’, not unlike the previous anti-Mbeki coalition, its 
biggest weakness is the lack of commonality among its disparate 
groups. Sexwale also has close ties to the Gauteng ANC, under 
Paul Mashatile and David Makhura. Mashatile and Makhura, 
however, are also close to Mbalula – connections that may jeop-
ardise Sexwale’s bid, and mean one horse down from the current 
‘three-horse race’. 

Regardless, whoever wins the mantle in Mangaung will inher-
it an ANC in which organised political competition has become 
its lifeblood. Yet given the ‘Polokwane Nightmare’, the outcome 
is likely to be a compromise.      

                   
Zwelethu Jolobe is a lecturer in political studies at the 
University of Cape Town. 

factioNs, cabals aNd the politics of       leadership competitioN iN the aNc
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Jeremy Sarkin is a long-serving executive committee 
member of the IJR Board, and his distinguished career 
in human rights law and transitional justice includes 

.... serving as Chair-Rapporteur for the United Nations 
Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappear-
ances, acting judge in the Cape High Court and Fulbright 
scholar. His current work focuses on disappearances world-
wide, and on human rights and transitional justice in vari-
ous countries. He recently advised on the drafting of the 
new Zimbabwean constitution. 

GB: What is the meaning of the terms ‘involuntary’ and 
‘enforced’ disappearances? Why are they used, and how do they 
differ from ‘secret detentions’?
JS: These terms arose out of the Latin American experiences in 
the 1970s, when they first occurred in a systematic fashion. The 
general term in use today is ‘enforced disappearances’. Secret 
detentions arise out of that concept – and a secret detention 
can also be an enforced disappearance. This context is impor-
tant – until 40 years ago there was no specific international law 
or documentation that dealt with disappearances. In 2010, an 
international convention was adopted worldwide, and there has 
been a subsequent development and focus on these concepts and 
terms in law. The UN Working Group on Enforced or Involun-
tary Disappearances now has 43 000 open cases of enforced 
disappearances. This is not a small problem – in fact, it’s massive 
and we’re only touching the tip of the iceberg.

GB: Why are so many of these cases unresolved, and how do 
you see the scale of the problem outside of those reviewed by 
the committee?
JS: Many cases never come to us, for a range of reasons. For 
example, how do people who live in Africa and have no elec-
tronic means of communication get access to our committee 
in Geneva? Never mind the numbers who will never know 
about the UN mechanism – or those who are unsure that 
coming to us will really have any effect on their particular 
circumstances. Then, crucially, many people believe that if 
they talk about the disappearances of their family members, 
those individuals might be killed, so it’s better to keep quiet.  
There is a range of reasons why people do not, or are not able 
to come forward.

GB: Is reconciliation possible in post-conflict societies, and in 

the aftermath of brutal and secretive enforced and involuntary 
disappearances?
JS: We need to see reconciliation as happening at different lev-
els – it can’t be just an amorphous concept that is applied ran-
domly. First of all, where is it happening – between states at the 
international level? How should we, for example, deal with the 
context of violence between North and South Korea or other 
states that have been in conflict in the past? Then, what about 
sub-regional level, for example in the Great Lakes, and at the 
national level? What are the causes of violence? We can’t begin 
to address reconciliation until issues such as the causes of con-
flict, acknowledgement, truth, justice, and possibly reparations 
are dealt with.

GB: What should be the starting point for post-conflict societies? 
JS: Far too often we focus too much on the theoretical dimen-
sions of reconciliation, and too little on the practical. I address 
this issue in my book, Reconciliation in Divided Societies1 – how 
can the movement toward achieving reconciliation become more 
practical? For example, how does money affect reconciliation, 
and what about economics? What do we do in terms of public 
apologies, memorials, institutions, and the process of building a 
democratic culture that leads towards reconciliation?

GB: What about truth and reconciliation commissions (TRCs)?
JS: I’m a great supporter of truth and reconciliation commis-
sions, although many people are not. But they are not sustain-
able on their own – they need to be part of a whole system. A 
truth commission can’t be effective if the political environment 
does not allow it to operate properly, for example, if it is under-
resourced or its commissioners are biased. The larger process 
also doesn’t just start and finish with a TRC – that’s just one part 
of a much bigger puzzle.

GB: Does the South African TRC provide a model that can be 
applied elsewhere?
JS: Everywhere I go people ask me why South Africans think 
their model will work elsewhere – I always respond by saying 
that I don’t think you can apply any model in another country 
context, the South African TRC included. Solutions, institutions 
and models have to be reflective of the culture, history, econom-
ics, anthropology, political situation, sociology and psychology 
of each specific society. But that does not mean that lessons can’t 
be learned from other experiences. There have been 45 truth 

disappearaNces, deteNtioN 
aNd overcomiNg divisioN
GIULIO BRANDI interviewed Professor JEREMY SARKIN in Cape Town.
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commissions around the world – what works and what doesn’t? 
Rather than replicating or copying, it’s important to learn those 
lessons and take them forward.

GB: You’ve recently contributed to the constitution-drafting pro-
cess in Zimbabwe, has reconciliation been taken into account?
JS: Any constitution is just words on paper. What is important is 
ensuring that those words reflect people’s concerns, policy prior-
ities and an approach to implementation that takes both history, 
and the future of the country into account. In other words, the 
new Zimbabwean constitution has to recognise the problems of 
the past and their causes, and in going forward, it must ensure 
that these are not replicated. In a society like Zimbabwe, where 
there have been many human rights violations, it has been a 
first priority to ensure that clauses, institutions and mechanisms 
that prevent further abuses are in place. The draft constitution 
includes a bill of rights, and provides for the establishment of a 
wide range of such institutions. 

GB: What barriers have been encountered during this process?
JS: One of the things that is sticky at the moment between par-
ties is the issue of presidential powers, which some believe have 
been too extensive in the past. The constitution is essentially a 
blueprint that ensures state power at all levels is controlled, and 
there is accountability. Thus, the constitution controls which 
officials have specific powers, and what checks and balances 
should be put in place to ensure oversight and accountability. 
This goal is one of the reasons that the new constitution includes 

a human rights commission, a National Peace and Reconcili-
ation Commission, an anti-corruption commission, a gender-
equality commission and an institution to oversee elections. 
These are designed to ensure that democracy and human rights 
are enhanced and that previously marginalised groups are able 
to get access, and ensure their rights are protected. I have writ-
ten a paper critiqueing the commissions, which will be published 
shortly.

GB: Is there a role for social media in raising the profile of these 
issues and expanding participation, both within and outside 
Africa? 
JS: Any type of media can be useful, and certainly the world has 
evolved so much in terms of social media in particular. However, 
its role in raising the profile of African issues in other parts of the 
world is greater than on the continent itself – when this becomes 
a situation of outsiders trying to solve African issues rather than 
Africans ourselves, for me it becomes a concern. 

Giulio Brandi is a recent graduate of Colorado College, and a 
volunteer in the Policy and Analysis programme at the IJR.

Endnote
1 Reconciliation in Divided Societies: Finding Common Ground, edit-

ed by Erin Daly and Jeremy Sarkin (cloth 2006/paper 2010/eBook 

2011), Pennsylvania Studies in Human Rights series, University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2010.
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iNcomes-based 
educatioN? 

In his autobiography Long Walk to Freedom, former 
president Nelson Mandela places enormous value and 
hope on education: ‘Education is the great engine of per-

sonal development. It is through education that the daugh-
ter of a peasant can become a doctor, that the son of a 
mineworker can become the head of the mine, that a child 
of farmworkers can become the president.’

Many people know this famous quote, and when Mandela 
wrote it he knew that he was living proof of its truth. The state-
ment that followed, however, is less well-known: ‘It is what we 
make out of what we have, not what we are given, that sepa-
rates one person from another.’ 

This is certainly sound advice from a father to a son or daughter, 
especially during the difficult months before matric exams. Young 
people should work as hard as they can. With the 2012 matric 
exams about to begin, all across South Africa, grade 12 learn-
ers are challenged and even pleaded with in terms that resemble 
Mandela’s. Yet whether from Madiba or a concerned parent, this 
advice deserves close attention – because it is categorically ill-fit-
ted to the reality that faces young people in South Africa. 

Despite the impressive increase in the overall matric pass rate in 
2011, many learners in poor schools still leave the national educa-
tion system after twelve years without the tools or the grades to 
improve their own lives, or those of their families. In fact, most 
learners do not manage to complete these full twelve years. Of the 

School is not a talent 
competition and learners 
need critical resources and 
infrastructure to succeed, 
writes DORON ISAACS.
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1 035 192 who started school in 2000, just 104 033 – only 10% 
– were able to pass mathematics in 2011. A fact often obscured 
by commendations over supposed improvements in national pass 
rates is that there was a sharp drop in the numbers of learners 
even writing maths exams, with a decline of 20 716 (17%) from 
2010.

Academic achievement correlates closely with financial 
resources at schools. Government schools are classified by the 
education department into five quintiles, which are an indica-
tor of relative wealth or poverty. Quintile 1 is comprised of the 
poorest schools, and quintile 5 the most affluent. Nearly half of 
all quintile 5 schools achieved matric pass rates of over 80%, 
while less than one-fifth of quintile 5 schools managed to do so. 

Mandela’s vision of education is clearly that of a great leveller, 
a lever of equality and the levee against a tide of poverty and 
joblessness. But more often than not, education in South Africa 
today functions as a great engine of social division. As a system, 
it ensures that the daughter of a peasant becomes a call centre 
temp, the son of a mineworker becomes a street sweeper, and the 
child of farmworkers a domestic servant. In South Africa today, 
education is perpetuating inequality – not ending it. 

In 2009, all grade 6 learners in the Western Cape took stan-
dard numeracy tests. The pass rate in integrated, former Mod-
el C schools was 60.2%. In African township schools it was 
2.1%. 

For most young people, what they have – brains, dreams and 
determination – cannot make up for what they were not given: 
text books, libraries, calculators, and well-prepared and well-
paid teachers. The work done by Section27 in exposing the lack 
of textbooks in Limpopo schools is a stark illustration of this. 
The education department’s own figures show that only 8% of 
South African schools have stocked libraries, and that 3 600 
function without electricity. Without books in their homes or 
quiet, well-lit places to study, many learners depend on these 
vital institutional resources. As documents in papers that Equal 
Education – a movement of learners, parents, teachers and com-
munity members campaigning for quality and equality in the 
South African education system – has prepared for an upcom-
ing court case against Minister Angie Motshekga, over 2 400 
schools do not have running water.  

School is not a talent competition in which learners are judged 
on self-taught brilliance and aptitude. It is a marathon in which 
everyone runs the same course and, ultimately, a gifted athlete 
who is denied running shoes, coaching, a route map and hydra-
tion is often beaten by an average runner in soft Nikes, with a 
GPS and sipping Powerade. 

The members of Equal Education know this well. Campaign-
ing for libraries, textbooks and minimum norms and standards 
for school infrastructure are among the organisation’s priorities 
this year, alongside the concurrent values of arriving at school 
on time and working hard. 

On 20 November Equal Education’s two-year campaign 
for school infrastructure standards will reach the Bhisho High 
Court. In exhaustive papers we have demonstrated the crush-
ing weight of poor facilities, the pervasive extent of such prob-
lems, and the persistent and unforgivable failure by Minister 
Motshekga to take corrective action. It is within the Minister’s 
power to prescribe binding targets for provinces – a move that 
is not opposed by provinces themselves – yet she defers, dithers 
and dissimulates. 

It is often easy and convenient to see the present as unchanged 
from the past, but this is wrong – South Africa has a constitution 
that protects our rights to organise, and to change the mate-
rial conditions under which we study and live. We also have 
a government committed to non-discrimination, even if those 
with wealth or governmental power need to be reminded of the 
extent of disadvantage still experienced by many. 

While inequality remains a critical challenge, middle-class 
black learners are excelling academically in private and former 
Model C schools. Those who can afford high fees at school and 
university buy a real chance at making a success of life. As for 
the rest – they must be sublimely talented and lucky to escape 
unemployment, or grindingly monotonous work. After all, 
Mandela himself was raised by the Thembu Paramount Chief, 
who could afford to educate him.

Many of South Africa’s educational problems of the past 
decade have been rightly linked to outcomes-based education 
(OBE), but as we move beyond OBE we are faced with an even 
bigger problem: incomes-based education.

Conservatives argue that resources have little to do with out-
comes, but ample evidence from national and multi-country 
studies over the past decade demonstrates that a wide range of 
resources, particularly textbooks and libraries, are indispensible 
for academic success. Most vital of all are skilled teachers – a 
diminishing resource that requires large investments by the state 
to revive and replenish. 

The work of Equal Education has only just begun to address 
some of these enormous challenges. 

Doron Isaacs is deputy general secretary of Equal Education, 
and recently spoke at an IJR conference on ‘Economic Justice 
for the Next Generation’. You can follow him on Twitter 
on @doronisaacs, or donate to Equal Education at www.
equaleducation.org.za/donate
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In recent years, and while I have managed the IJR’s Recon-
ciliation Barometer survey, an interesting trend has begun 
to emerge in our data. As time goes by, South Africans 

become increasingly less likely to identify ‘race’ as the big-
gest division in the country. Instead, the gap between rich 
and poor is named most frequently as the faultline that keeps 
us apart: one in four South Africans – 25% – answer in this 
way in 2012, while only 13% believe race is still our biggest 
division. 

Social scientists have considered this possibility for a number 
of years. As time passes, generations change and the lived mem-
ory of apartheid fades, will historically defined racial identities 
be overtaken by stronger associations built around income and 
class? Some seem to think this is happening already, including a 
number of participants in a qualitative study conducted by the 
IJR in 2011. One explained, ‘before we had social classes that 
were based on race. Today we have classes based on your social 
status. How much money you have.’

This is an important finding, and one that both provokes 
interesting debate and guarantees us real estate on newspaper 
front pages.

It also inspires some criticism. Get your head out of spread-
sheets and survey stats, we are sometimes challenged, and look 
around you: race remains the most powerful force shaping our 
experiences, opportunities and interactions in this country. 

It is a strange and uneasy admission to say that some among 
us need this reminder, and more often than the occasional racist 
diatribe on Twitter, defacing of naked artwork or glimpses of 
camo-clad AWB members. For the huge majority of South Afri-
cans, change since 1994 likely seems meagre.

The vision of a ‘non-racial’ South Africa is one that was fought 
for by many liberation movements, championed in the Constitu-
tional Principles for a Democratic South Africa, debated as ‘the 
national question’ within the ANC, and ultimately enshrined in 
the founding provisions of the constitution. 

Last year I was part of a group of researchers, academics and 
analysts who worked to interpret the findings of a series of dedi-
cated focus groups on non-racialism, conducted by the Ahmed 

Kathrada Foundation and the Gauteng City-Region Observa-
tory (GCRO). The purpose of the study was to explore how 
participating South Africans understood the idea of non-racial-
ism, whether or not they felt tangible change had occurred since 
1994, and how – if at all – they felt improvements could be made 
in relationships across historically defined race lines. 

Interview texts were funny at times, inspired and unpredict-
able, and also deeply saddening and strange. 

One of the first clear findings to emerge from the study was 
that many participating South Africans of all different demo-
graphics are not yet ready to give up on race. It is still often 
one of many practised and embedded identities even though, as 
some participants said, today you ‘cannot become actively racist 
against people’, you should not ‘look at the colour of the next 
person’ and it is important to start ‘doing things together despite 
your race’. When asked how individuals identified themselves, 
many responded with descriptions such as ‘I’m a black South 
African lady’ or ‘I am a white person, I speak English and I stay 
in South Africa’. 

On the surface, research findings suggested that South Africans 
felt interaction and socialising across race lines had improved in 
some facets of public life – in sports, at religious gatherings, in 
schools and universities, and at restaurants and nightclubs. ‘You 
meet most races at stadiums’, one participant commented, and 
another, ‘in soccer stadiums, taverns, clubs and things like that’. 

Discussion of relationships in more private spaces, however, 
took on an entirely different tone, and alluded to underlying 
unspoken conversations, apprehension and social distance. 
Many South Africans confined relationships with people of other 
races to the preserve of the public sphere – ‘we would phone one 
another and have lunches at Greenacres … but they would never 
invite me to come to their place’. Participants confessed anxiety 
over a lack of commonality, or the prospect of having nothing 
to say to each other: ‘[my neighbour], she says come over, come 
over – there is nothing to talk about. I sat there, the kids, the 
weather – there is nothing to talk about, you are so afraid to 
talk about things.’ A man interviewed in Paarl explained that 
it is possible to ‘be friends with all the other races, but I just 
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don’t feel at ease mixing with them’. Another from Durban said 
‘mingling’ made him ‘feel funny, weird – you know, strange’. A 
young participant in Gugulethu was concerned about socialising 
with ‘coloured people’ because ‘maybe I am not a party animal’, 
but also worried that ‘white people do not have the same kind 
of fun that we do’. 

Underlying this social distance, the pervasive extent of stereo-
typing, misperceptions and generalisations – as well as racism 
– was all too evident. Importantly though, in my readings of 
interview texts I found this to be a practice of participants of 
all different race groups, and seemingly, about all other groups. 
‘Whites are still racist – especially the Boers’. ‘Black people get 
along very well with white people’, but ‘you know that a black 
hates an Indian’. ‘Coloureds are racists’, and they ‘can’t be rec-
ognised because they are fence-sitters’. ‘Indians are still racist’, 
and ‘I won’t accept Indians because they don’t know where 
they stand in life’. Disturbingly, suspicion, fear and intolerance 
featured in many of the focus groups: ‘there are races you can 
accept and there are those that you can’t’, some participants 
explained. ‘We do not, and cannot communicate with them’, 
said others. 

It was also clear that focus group participants across almost 
every age group, from young students to those approaching 
retirement, felt non-racialism and greater integration were an 
unlikely prospect for ‘their generation’. Much hope, however, 
was placed on prospects for change in relationships among 
young children: they ‘don’t see colour’, ‘don’t have an issue with 

race’, ‘socialise so freely with each other’ and don’t understand 
what ‘racism means’. Being at school or university together, 
explained men in Johannesburg, ‘makes it a hell of a lot easier, 
being put in the pot together’. 

Perhaps this could inspire some cautious optimism. Young 
children who learn that ‘race doesn’t matter’ in public life, and 
continue to find each other at ‘soccer stadiums, taverns and 
clubs’ may indeed be the ones who provoke real change towards 
the non-racial society our constitution envisions. But what hap-
pens when they return home to closed private spaces, around 
kitchen tables, on the stoep or at the braai? How likely is it that 
they will effectively withstand and reject the stereotyping that 
seems to persist, particularly when parents have resolved that 
their generations are past changing?

In my view, just ‘leaving it to the children’ is not a strategy, nor 
is it sufficiently aggressive or anti-racist enough to overcome our 
shared fears and prejudices. Writing in 2001, Xolela Mangcu 
usefully proposed that ‘getting people to respect each other’s 
group identities’ would constitute a meaningful start, and the 
social progress that might follow should be a ‘transition from 
segregation to integration, [and] from race consciousness to race 
neutrality’. But we need to be far more active, and work much 
harder, if we indeed want to realise this vision for the future.

Kate Lefko-Everett is senior project leader for the 
Reconciliation Barometer at the IJR. A full version of this 
article appeared in Politikon 39:1, April 2012.    
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Political finger-pointing 
is getting us nowhere 
in the critical fight for 
effective and sustainable 
unemployment policies, 
writes DIANE JANZEN.

Recent debate over proposals for a youth wage sub-
sidy, coupled with speculation over prospects for a 
job seekers’ grant, are just a few among a host of 

indicators of just how fragmented South Africa’s unemploy-
ment policy landscape has become. Unless these discrepan-
cies are urgently tackled, there will be little change ahead 
for the 33% of the economically active population (EAP) 
that is currently unemployed. 

The complicated matter of economic policy-making is one 
that is shared across a range of different government depart-
ments, and at various levels. Coordination, consensus and 
implementation become even more difficult when politics enters 
the mix. 

South Africa is currently experiencing burgeoning growth in 
the national youth population (ages 15–34): this group con-
stitutes 58% of the EAP. According to Statistics South Africa, 
66% of the EAP is employed, while 22% are unemployed and 
11% are discouraged job seekers. Youth make up 70% of the 
unemployed overall.

In a 2011 discussion paper entitled ‘Confronting Youth 
Unemployment: Policy Options for South Africa’, the National 
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Treasury proposed that with R5 billion in tax expenditure, ‘up 
to 423 000 new subsidised formal sector decent jobs for young 
people could be created over three years for unemployed 18 
to 29-year-olds’. The ‘youth wage subsidy’, which Treasury 
suggested could be launched in 2012, would be available for 
a period of up to two years and with a maximum value of  
R12 000.

The African National Congress (ANC), which initially 
backed this initiative, has since given the appearance of quali-
fied and diminished support – possibly due to growing pressure 
from the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU). 
In the interim, the Democratic Alliance’s (DA) quick uptake 
of the issue – and its march to COSATU headquarters earlier 
this year – seem to have had the effect of producing even more 
uncertainty and ambiguity from within the ruling party, which 
has reacted by touting a ‘national youth service’ instead.

Unfortunately, this underscores the reality of the extent to 
which politics can get in the way of solving critical social issues. 
Policy suggestions – in this case those related to unemployment 
– are debated on the merits of their champions and opponents, 
rather than on the policy’s content. In a 2011 working paper 
on ‘The South African Unemployment Debate: Three Worlds, 
Three Discourses’, published by the Southern Africa Labour 
and Development Research Unit (SALDRU), Frederick Fourie 
also points out that research on unemployment generally is 
fragmented into separate discourses on labour, poverty/develop-
ment and the macro-economy, which rarely interact with each 
other. The isolation of these discourses is also evident in non-
academic sectors.

Although labour market actors must be a part of unemploy-
ment policy discussions, their main allegiance is to their own 
members and interests. Arguably, the business community sup-
ports the youth wage subsidy for its own goals of lowering sala-
ry bills and increasing output; COSATU leadership, on the other 
hand, has lobbied hard to protect the employment position of 
older, higher-wage workers. Both have the ability to hold the 
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debate hostage. The role of private business in job creation is 
critical, and therefore its concerns cannot be summarily brushed 
aside. And while recognising the importance of protecting 
labour, COSATU’s strategic importance for the ANC’s electoral 
fortunes gives it leverage that is disproportionate to the 10% of 
the EAP that the organisation represents.

Notably absent from current discourses on unemployment 
are the views of non-unionised formal-sector workers, as well 
as those employed in the informal economy and the unem-
ployed themselves. Debates reflect the extreme positions of 
strong stakeholders and their constituencies, but are often 
divorced from the bigger imperative of pushing back poverty 
levels. 

At the ANC’s centenary celebrations in January, President 
Zuma listed unemployment, poverty and inequality as the top 
issues facing South Africans. At the party’s subsequent policy 
conference in June a job seekers’ grant was mooted, which will 
be elaborated upon further at the national conference in Decem-
ber. Meanwhile, the DA continues to promote the youth wage 
subsidy, and to call for policy interventions on both the sup-
ply and demand sides of labour. This debate needs to go much 
broader and deeper. 

The World Bank’s recent economic update on South Afri-
ca focused on ‘inequality of opportunity’, reporting that the 
options and choices available to youth are shaped by circum-
stances that are largely beyond their control – such as gender, 
ethnicity and geography. A young black female in a rural area 
who is able to complete her education, and in doing so over-
come significant inequalities in service delivery and quality, 
faces more difficulty in finding work than a white male living 
in an urban area. Among other obstacles, she will likely have 
less work experience, a smaller network of contacts and fewer 
resources to search for a job. Without addressing entrenched 
inequality and poverty, alongside supply and demand interven-
tions in the labour market, unemployment policies alone will 
not create sustainable change. 

Against this backdrop, it should come as no surprise that dis-
illusioned youth are undoubtedly driving numbers of the econ-
omy-related protests across the country. Without the options 
of withholding taxes or labour, protests and elections remain 
among only a few options for destitute citizens enduring terrible 
living conditions and deep poverty. 

As political parties gear up for elections in 2014, South Afri-
cans are in desperate need of credible unemployment policy 
proposals, and for arenas of insightful and productive debate 
on them. To citizens who have not yet lost faith in the ballot to 
effect social change, promises of a better life alone will no longer 
suffice. It is time policy-makers stop skimming the surface of 
these issues and using them as ammunition in political finger-
pointing, and begin to respond with real change. 

Diane Janzen is currently an MA candidate in peace studies 
at the University of Notre Dame. She is completing her 
field placement semester at the IJR. A version of this article 
appeared in the Cape Times. 
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sa Reconciliation baRometeR suRvey: 
2011 RepoRt

Since 2003, the IJR’s Political Analysis pro-
gramme has conducted the South African 
Reconciliation Barometer survey: an annual 
national public opinion poll that measures 
citizen attitudes towards reconciliation, trans-
formation and national unity in post-apartheid 
South Africa. Change in these complex social 
trends is measured through six key indicators: 
human security, political culture, cross-cutting 

political relations, race relations, historical confrontation and dialogue. 
As one of the few dedicated social surveys on reconciliation in Africa 
and worldwide, the Barometer has become an important resource for 
encouraging national debate, informing decision-makers, developing 
policy and provoking new analysis and theory on reconciliation in post-
confl ict societies. This year’s survey report focused on the South African 
context in 2011 and emphasised some of the main questions debated in 
the public sphere. Despite higher than predicted turnout at the May elec-
tion, citizen confi dence remains low in local government. About 12% of 
South Africans say they have participated in violent protests during the 
last year. While most South Africans still believe that unity is desirable, 
many are also unsure about whether they have experienced reconcilia-
tion in their own lives. The full report can be accessed online at www.
reconciliationbarometer.org.
 
2011 tRansfoRmation auDit: 
fRom ineQuality to inclusive gRowth

The 2011 Transformation Audit presents a 
collection of articles by South African thought 
leaders, which asks how the country can set 
goals and achieve them in a hostile global cli-
mate that threatens developmental gains that 
have been painstakingly achieved. For nearly 
two decades, South Africans have conducted 
exhaustive analyses of the country’s challeng-
es, embarked on bold scenario exercises and, 

more recently, produced forward-looking strategies aimed at addressing 
these challenges. The most eminent of these in recent years were the De-
partment of Economic Development’s New Growth Path, and the National 
Planning Commission’s Draft National Development Plan. We know now 
what the problems are and, by and large, what needs to change to address 
them. Courage is required now to forge consensus, to take decisions on 
strategies, and to start implementing them. As in previous years, this pub-
lication, with its slightly different format and appearance, seeks to provide 
analysis and provoke debate on how this might be achieved.

potchefstRoom: changing 
of stReet anD place names

The Schools’ Oral History Project (SOHP), initi-
ated in 2004, uses oral history not only as a 
community-based research method for collect-
ing stories about people’s memories and ex-
periences but also as a tool for reconciliation 
through the promotion of intergenerational and 
multicultural dialogue. The fi rst volume, Making 
Apartheid History: My Contribution, provided 
communities in the Western and Northern Cape 
with a platform for sharing personal memories 

about important events in South Africa’s past such as the Pass Laws and 
Forced Removals in terms of the Group Areas Act. The Potchefstroom 
Oral History Resource Guide – Potchefstroom: Changing of Street and 
Place Names –  is based on the workshop activities that were conducted 
during 2011 with history educators from Potchefstroom and Venters-
dorp, North West Province. The project explored the changing of place 
and street names in Potchefstroom where this issue was highly contest-
ed, as an example of cultural/historical redress. This is the fi nal book of 
our second volume, Building Blocks for Democracy. In 2009 Democratic 
Participation in Cradock was explored and in 2010 the theme was Non-
racialism in Welkom’s Schools.
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