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IJR News

Since the publication of the previous issue of this newsletter, two events have 
stood out as holding particular relevance to our ongoing national reconciliation 
process. One of these, National Youth Day, reminds us of the extraordinary 

sacrifices that ordinary young people have made towards the creation of a free and 
non-racial society. At the same time, it serves to inspire young South Africans to 
confront head-on their new, but equally complex, challenges. 

The second event, regrettably, has done much to tarnish a noble legacy of which the 
sacrifices of the 1976 youth cohort form an integral part. The wave of xenophobic 
violence that washed across our country in May has contradicted most of the core 
values in the name of which the struggle for liberation was waged and that are today 
embodied in our Constitution. Unfortunately young, mostly unemployed, South Africans 
have stood at the forefront of many of the brutal attacks that were launched on 
foreign nationals, which displayed in some instances distinctly ethnic overtones. 

In the aftermath, several commentators have drawn comparisons between the 
sense of activism and social commitment of the youth of 1976 and that of 2008. Not 

surprisingly, many have judged the ‘class of 2008’ harshly. But are such comparisons really 
relevant? The contributions in this second 2008 issue of the SA Reconciliation Barometer point 
to an extremely complex context in which education, national approaches to youth development, 
and also conventional rhetoric around national reconciliation have all played a significant role in 
shaping the behaviour and attitudes of young South Africans today.

In this issue, Rudi Buys of the Western Cape Youth Commission argues strongly for a far more integrated 
approach to youth development. Buys suggests that their contribution to national development 
should not be made in isolation but, where applicable, as part of formal organised structures.  

Prof. Jonathan Jansen sketches in his article the educational challenges that young 
South  Africans face and demonstrates that mere access to education is not sufficient to enable 
them to make a meaningful contribution to the development of their societies. He argues that the 
quality of education that is delivered should be greatly improved. In such a context, Jansen 
suggests, ways need to be found to cultivate tolerance and appreciation for the ‘other’.

Natalie Jaynes and Carmen Louw contend in their opinion piece that too much abstraction has 
robbed the concept of national reconciliation of its content. Rhetoric has focused excessively on 
generalities and too little attention has been paid to real challenges relating to social justice. 
By implication, they ask whether such abstraction has prevented South Africans from addressing 
the matter of reconciliation so as to effect real material change. 

The final article looks at the impact that the spate of xenophobic attacks has had on our society. 
It suggests that our fragile national identity, which up to now has largely been underpinned by 
the legacy of a virtuous struggle for liberation, may have received a debilitating blow. 
It furthermore proposes that the lessons that we have drawn from this experience should be 
incorporated into our national schools curricula. Like Jaynes and Louw, it also concludes that 
more needs to be done to give proper content to, and promote due respect for, our constitutional 
values. While this will certainly require commitment from ordinary South Africans, they will 
expect their leaders to set the example.    

Jan Hofmeyr 
Programme Manager of the Political Analysis Programme at the Institute for Justice 
and Reconciliation
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TransiTional JusTice seminar:   
THE RESPONSIBILITY TO PROTECT AND THE PURSUIT 
Of JUST PEACE

On 26 May the IJR, together with the International Center for 
Transitional Justice (ICTJ) and the Centre for the Study of Violence and 
Reconciliation (CSVR), hosted a seminar entitled ‘The responsibility to 
protect and the pursuit of just peace’. Dr Rama Mani, international 
practitioner and scholar, spoke on how the responsibility to protect 
relates to transitional justice and the pursuit of just peace after the 
brutalities of war. The discussion explored the nexus between the two 
concepts of transitional justice and the responsibility to protect while 
looking at their prospects for the future. 

IJR News

Zimbabwe: WHERE TO NOW? 

At the beginning of May 2008, the Institute hosted a public seminar 
entitled ‘Zimbabwe: Where to Now?’ Addressing the gathering were 
Tendai Biti, Secretary General of the Movement for Democratic Change 
and Elinor Sisulu, Board Member of the Crisis in Zimbabwe Coalition. 
The event was intended to inspire public dialogue on the contested 
election, but also to begin to critically engage with issues of transitional 
justice and reconciliation in Zimbabwe that cannot be ignored, 
regardless of the outcome of the presidential election. Speakers 
addressed pertinent transitional issues that will have to be dealt with 
by all stakeholders in Zimbabwe – by political actors, civil society, the 
churches and Zimbabwean people in general. The event attracted a 
wide range of interest: academia, human rights practitioners, 
organisations working with Zimbabwean refugees, foreign consuls and 
the general public. To listen to both speeches at the seminar, go to 
http://www.ijr.org.za/breaking-news

IJR Xenophobia event (Panelists left to right: Dr Adekeye Adebajo 
(Centre for Conflict Resolution),  Mr Patrick Chauke (Chairperson, 
Portfolio Committee on Home Affairs), Bishop Paul Verryn (Methodist 
Church of Southern Africa), and Dr Lionel Louw as Chair (Convener).

Tendai Biti at the IJR Xenophobia panel discussion

Xenophobia

On 3 June the IJR hosted a panel discussion entitled ‘Xenophobia – Why 
now, where to next?’ Panelists included Bishop Paul Verryn (Methodist 
Church of Southern Africa), Dr Adekeye Adebajo (Centre for Conflict 
Resolution) and Mr Patrick Chauke (Chairperson, Portfolio Committee 
on Home Affairs) with Dr Lionel Louw as Chair (Convener). Each speaker 
offered a critical and constructive analysis of the reasons for the recent 
spate of xenophobic violence. The audience raised challenging questions 
and comments, contributing to a thoroughly engaging discussion. See 
articles on pages 10 and 12.

a word on The souThern africa 
TransiTional JusTice research 
assessmenT 

The Transitional Justice in Africa Programme in collaboration with 
three other NGOs based in South Africa – the International Center for 
Transitional Justice (ICTJ), the Centre for the Study of Violence and 
Reconciliation (CSVR) and the Institute for Democracy in South Africa 
(IDASA) – are participating in the Southern African Transitional Justice 
Research Assessment (SARA). Coordinated by the South African office 
of the ICTJ, SARA is an enquiry into the transitional justice landscape 
in the southern African region. Together with in-country partners 
working broadly in areas related to peace-building and development, 
the purpose of the assessment is to investigate how selected 
countries addressed their post-conflict scenarios, whether and how 
reconciliation processes were undertaken and, presently, what major 
issues could threaten or destabilise stability. from the findings, major 
transitional justice issues will be identified, with particular attention 
paid to how these intersect with key development areas. Once this 
is done the potential for future involvement will be determined. 
Angola, Mozambique, Namibia and Zimbabwe are the subjects of the 
assessment and the Institute is responsible for Mozambique. At the 
end of May 2008, Dr Charles Villa Vicencio and Shuvai Nyoni from the 
Institute were part of a six-day mission to Mozambique to conduct 
the first stage of the assessment. A full report of the findings from all 
countries will be completed by the end of 2008.  



Zimbabwe: 

come head to head
A well-conceived transitional arrangement for Zimbabwe 
could mean that gains from the nationalist struggle would 
be acknowledged as real and worth maintaining, write 
FAnie du ToiT and ShuvAi nyoni.

a ll indications are that the position of the post-June Mugabe 
regime is becoming increasingly untenable. As pressure 
continues to mount on Harare, now also more vocally from 

within the African continent, one gets the distinct impression that in 
months to come more sustained pressure will be exerted to make 
concessions towards a fairer political dispensation. 

As the first round of negotiations get under way, it would serve us well 
to reflect on key issues that will underpin and inform thinking around a 
possible transition. While some may regard this as premature, history 
has shown that transitional arrangements are bound to fail if they 
are not from the outset informed by proper articulation of the socio-
political context. In our view, one of the glaringly critical questions for 
successful transition in Zimbabwe will be how Zimbabwean nationalism 
relates to the agenda of democracy and human rights. 

ZANU-Pf, as the self-appointed custodian of the nationalist liberation 
struggle, is fighting for a legacy defined largely in terms of its role as 
a nation-builder. Rhetoric and symbolism that relate to the question 
of national pride have over the years become almost indivisible 
from that of the ruling party. Not surprisingly, therefore, treason has 
become a standard accusation levelled against those who have dared 
to criticise ZANU-Pf. 

Opposition politicians in turn are fighting to legitimise their struggle 
for democracy and human rights, not least in the manner in which they 
pursue it. As the agenda of ZANU-nationalism fights to survive in the 
light of economic hardship, political oppression and international 
derision, the discourse of democracy is evolving and increasingly 
resonating among Zimbabweans. However, the danger exists that 

democracy and human rights acquire a factional interpretation only 
associated with that of a specific political formation. Obviously, such a 
position is equally unsustainable. 

Against this background it has become important that concepts like 
democracy and human rights are clarified within the Zimbabwean 
context as phenomena that are not the unique preserve or competency 
of a particular grouping, but things that all Zimbabweans are entitled 
to. Like nationalism, these are terms which can become problematic if 
abused – in Africa just as much as elsewhere. 

On the one hand, it is not the automatic outcome of national liberation 
as ZANU-Pf would claim. On the other, it is decidedly more than ‘free 
and fair elections’. Without a political culture that respects democratic 
principles and especially democratic institutions, elections may often 
do as much harm as good, as the second round of presidential elections 
so vividly illustrated. In Zimbabwe’s case, elections have not resolved 
the leadership question. If anything, elections have meant a renewed 
violent defence of the ZANU legacy. 

It would, however, be simplistic to suggest that democracy has never 
existed in Zimbabwe. Elections have taken place since independence, 
when suffrage was granted to the majority. It is nevertheless 
important to note the realities of violence and intimidation that have 
always accompanied them. ZANU-Pf has indulged in such excesses 
precisely because it perceived itself as the only legitimate guardian of 
the Zimbabwean state. Within the ZANU-Pf constructed paradigm of 
nationalism, their actions amounted to a defence of the state. 

The outcome of the negotiated settlement at Lancaster House in 1979 
was not cloaked in the democratic terms that the world now expects 

4 PAGE Institute for Justice and Reconciliation

Nationalism
democracy

and
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of Mugabe and his colleagues. Broadly speaking, the Zimbabwean 
Constitution was closely fashioned along the lines of the Rhodesian 
Constitution that preceded it. The majority of state institutions 
remained unreformed and undemocratic, thus continuing to benefit a 
few. As such, ZANU-Pf did not rule by the kind of democracy that the 
world expected, but rather by a hybrid form that is best described as 
democratic expediency. What we therefore witness today in Zimbabwe 
goes far beyond an electoral crisis, but in fact represents an implosion 
of governance and leadership. Elections alone cannot offer a lasting 
solution to Zimbabwe's problems. The will of the people in an election 
has to prevail – and such a condition does not exist in Zimbabwe, and 
probably never has. 

It is within this context of structural weakness that a transitional 
government is part of the solution – a dispensation which prioritises 
the questions of land, wealth creation and national development (as 
gains of independence), and simultaneously espouses democratic 
ideals (human rights, the rule of law and free elections). Put differently, 
a transitional arrangement that would allow the ZANU-Pf agenda 
of nation-building to be merged with the MDC agenda of democratic 
reform and human rights is an arrangement worthy of exploration. 

One way to ensure that this happens would be to install a transitional 
government for a limited period that would stabilise the country and 
stop an old elite with power from having their revenge on a new set 
of leaders.

The purpose of this transitional government would further be to end 
violence against ordinary citizens, alleviate the most urgent shortages 
of food and other basic commodities, and work towards creating an 

environment conducive to fresh elections. Before issues of long-term 
reconstruction and development, economic forecasting, truth, justice 
and reconciliation can be pursued, a constitutional settlement is necessary, 
together with a basic modicum of institutional reform that will provide 
some safeguards on the road ahead. It is instructive to remember that 
in South Africa a solid constitutional agreement preceded both elections 
and, for that matter, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.

A well-conceived transitional arrangement for Zimbabwe could mean 
that gains from the nationalist struggle would be acknowledged as 
real and worth maintaining. A transitional government could also mean 
an end to violence and the physical, emotional, psychological and 
socio-economic abuse of the people. It must ensure the recognition of 
the human rights of all Zimbabweans as well as their right to choose 
their leaders.  

Dr fanie du Toit is Executive Director of the Institute for Justice and 
Reconciliation and Shuvai Nyoni is Programme Officer of the Institute’s 
Zimbabwe Desk. 

‘Without a political culture that respects 
democratic principles and especially democratic 
institutions, elections may often do as much harm 
as good, as the second round of presidential 
elections so vividly illustrated.’
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The youth is not our problem; it is our resource, writes JonAThAn JAnSen.

The perils and promise
of post-1994 youth
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there are few countries in the world where being young can be such 
a dangerous occupation. A typical young South African man or 
woman faces the perils of HIV infection, attends school with a 

hungry stomach, faces life without one or both parents, finds schools 
incapable of retaining his or her attention, negotiates dangerous 
neighbourhoods, encounters constant pressure to join gangs, and 
carries the constant burden of responsibility to generate income for a 
vulnerable family. And in that concentrated space called the school, all 
of these pressures come to bear on the lives of South African youth.

The consequences of such relentless pressure on young people are 
reflected in the dire statistics on schooling. Only a fraction of children 
who enter Grade 1 complete the 12 years of schooling. Among boys 
in particular, the drop-out rates are very high, especially in the 
transition from primary to high school. Only about 15% of students who 
eventually reach the final year of high school pass well enough to 
enter university. 

There is an almost perfect correlation between socio-economic 
status and school results. The tightening band of middle class white 
and black students do well inside the former white schools, accounting 
largely for the higher-grade and university entrance passes in subjects 
like science and mathematics. But as former white schools and 
universities attract and coalesce around a deracialised middle class, 
the glaring inequalities of education become more and more blatant. 
Left behind in dysfunctional urban and rural township schools are 
children whose parents are either dead or do not have the resources 
to place their offspring inside the middle class schools in the suburbs. 
It is in these dysfunctional black schools and, for the most part, 
stagnating black universities that the real crisis of education plays 
itself out day after day.

There is of course a great irony here. It was students in schools and 
universities, the children of my generation, who rose up in revolt against 
apartheid education and the racist system that spawned oppressive 
schools and divided universities. Across the country, from Soweto and 
Atteridgeville in the north to Athlone and Gugulethu in the south, school 
children stormed out of the school gates and demanded equal 
education for all. Harsh as it might sound on the ear today, there were 
many who rallied behind the call of ‘Liberation now, education later’. 

Enormous sacrifices were made, and we should never forget that. 
Children left school and never returned; youth left the country and 
returned to fight. Many not only lost their chance of further education, 
they lost their lives. Countless others were tortured and maimed, 
bearing today those permanent scars on the psyche and the emotions. 
The books on youth by independent authorities paint a bleak picture, 
from Mamphela Ramphele’s Steering by the stars to Crain Soudien’s 
Schooling, culture and the making of youth identity in South Africa. 
What these experts describe is a crisis of youth centred on what 
happens in the education system.

Yet the crisis of youth is by no means an exclusively black and poor 
phenomenon. Three recent events remain seared onto the consciousness 
of every South African, marked by three notorious place names: 
Waterkloof, Reitz and Skielik. In Waterkloof four white high school boys 
kicked a black man to death and severely assaulted another. In Reitz 
white university students urinated into pots of food and forced black, 
female workers at the institution to ingest them. In Skielik another 

white boy takes his rifle into a squatter camp and kills four black 
people, wounding several others. What these events brought to stark 
public attention was not simply the outrageous racism that continues 
to defile white youth, but that it happened among young people who 
were born into a post-apartheid democracy. 

As black and white youth struggle with the twin goals of achieving 
educational certification to participate in a modern economy, and 
learning social competencies to navigate a dangerous country, South 
Africa faces other challenges. Black youth are absorbed into an 
increasingly technology-driven economy at much lower rates than 
white youth. White youth, on the other hand, are increasingly attracted 
to work in firms outside of South Africa, or to resettle with their 
parents in another land, as a consequence of the high levels of crime 
and the sense of vulnerability in the country. This combination of an 
under-schooled black youth and geographically mobile white youth 
contributes to what is again expressed as a critical skills shortage in 
several sectors of the economy such as engineering and teaching.

In talks with thousands of youth around the country and in each of the 
nine provinces, it is clear to me that one of our greatest resources – 
young people – is neglected by the leadership of this country. Wherever 
I go, black and white youth, urban and rural youth, poor and middle 
class youth, all have the same aspirations: to make something of their 
lives and to contribute something to the country. The youth is not our 
problem; it is our resource.

In order to mine the untapped potential of youth in South Africa, we 
will have to begin by making sure that every child has access to quality 
education in the foundation years of schooling. Access to education is 
not enough; only access to quality education will narrow the gap between 
privilege and disadvantage. 

We will then have to find ways of enabling black and white youth not 
only to learn together but to live and love together in ways that 
overcome the terrible legacy of race that still divides young people. 
Children are not racial blank slates as they enter school and university; 
they carry the indirect knowledge from parents and other socialisation 
agencies (such as churches and peers) that make it so difficult to 
integrate socially (not only physically) on the learning commons.

Youth are inspired by example and attracted to role models. This 
places a huge responsibility on the shoulders of political, parental, 
religious, educational and community leaders. 

 
Professor Jonathan Jansen served as Dean of the faculty of Education 
at the University of Pretoria up to March 2007. He is internationally 
regarded as a top researcher in the field of education and has a column 
in The Times newspaper.

‘Wherever I go, black and white youth, urban 
and rural youth, poor and middle class youth, 
all have the same aspirations: to make 
something of their lives and to contribute 
something to the country.’
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t
he participation of young people in various well-reported incidents 
of violence and discrimination over the last few months 
necessitates an increase in programmes that enable them to 
meaningfully respond to and deal with issues of diversity and 

community conflict. Given the fact that young people make up the 
largest percentage of our country’s population, it is of great importance 
that more is invested in their capacity to lead the charge against the 
racism and xenophobia presently eroding social cohesion.

We need to approach this challenge in a coordinated fashion. Youth 
development programmes that build the capacity and skills to engage 
with and embrace diversity must adhere to particular indicators of 
good practice if they are to ensure a real and sustainable impact. 
Tensions are often exacerbated by certain oversights in the approach 
to youth development. We need to be clear on what the relevant 
indicators for progress are, and how they impact on each other. 

The most central concern in youth development is that it should be of 
an integrated nature; it should not remain a separate avenue of 
development running parallel to other streams of planning, resourcing 
and delivery.  

youth development should not be isolated from 
broader national development initiatives, 
says Rudi  BuyS.

Bringing 
youth 

development 
into the 
mainstream 
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another opportunity for growth and/or employment. A lack of exit 
opportunities represents a glass ceiling in the youth development 
staircase and leaves young people stranded. 

A fourth indicator is located in our commitment to building and 
extending national youth service programmes. All programmes that 
give young people the opportunity to work and serve in any community 
service programme may be registered and become part of the National 
Youth Service Programme. 

The purpose of this programme is to begin to inculcate among youth 
in all sectors of society a spirit of responsible citizenship and of serving 
and giving back to communities. Such citizenship includes an 
understanding of history and the Constitution, and requires that all 
youth development initiatives succeed in building young people’s 
commitment to bridging racial, religious, cultural and other divides. 
Community service programmes, as an integral part of any project to 
develop a community, thus need to enable young people to build 
social cohesion.

A particular opportunity in this regard in the youth sector is the 
growing notion of social dialogue, as developed over the last three 
years in the Western Cape as part of Youth Month. This programme 
brings together young people from various backgrounds and persuasions 
to discuss challenges young people face today against the backdrop of 
our history. Such programmes should specifically aim to promote 
dialogue as a legitimate means of challenging prejudice and overcoming 
the legacies of our past, bringing together youth from different 
backgrounds and communities that generally would not interact with 
each other. Programmes such as these enable young people to show 
leadership, share visions and find solutions to what society can and 
should be.

Young people hold immense potential either to break down or further 
enhance social cohesion. Our country has a proud tradition of young 
people as builders of our democracy – a spirit that still holds true for 
the majority of young people. And yet we find that young people often 
become the perpetrators of exactly those crimes of discrimination that 
we in the youth sector are working against. 

It is critical, therefore, that all agents and institutions increasingly 
respond to the indicators of good practice in youth development 
described here in order to ensure a vanguard generation that actualises 
the commitments of the freedom Charter and our Constitution.  

Rudi Buys is a Commissioner at the Western Cape Youth Commission.

‘Ideally, integrated development calls for 
the restructuring of all institutional efforts, 
initiatives and delivery so that they become 
accessible to all young people.’

While various institutions commit themselves verbally to youth 
development through targeted youth strategies, such programmes are 
not always incorporated into the actual mainstream planning of these 
bodies. Ideally, integrated development calls for the restructuring of all 
institutional efforts, initiatives and delivery so that they become 
accessible to all young people. Instead of drafting projects for youth 
development alongside other projects, all projects should rather be 
restructured so that young people can also participate in, and benefit 
from, them. 

The absence of an integrated approach often leads to development 
initiatives that target high participation without trying to engage young 
people’s ‘higher skills’. Youth programmes tend to involve young people 
in building houses and planting food gardens, but do not provide 
training in conflict resolution, project planning and accounting work, for 
example. This oversight not only promotes an incorrect understanding 
of what community work involves, but it also communicates an incorrect 
view of the real contribution young people can and should be making. 
Unfortunately, this often holds true for initiatives for young people from 
diverse backgrounds that aim to break down stereotypes. 

A second crucial indicator of good practice is seeing young people 
primarily as a resource – as well as the primary resource – in their 
own development, and not just as the passive recipients of education 
and development initiatives. Peer education provides the most 
appropriate, and sometimes the most challenging, vehicle for youth 
development. In peer group structures, youth take on those 
responsibilities, such as self-regulation, more usually carried out 
by adults. 

These kinds of roles are often denied young people. It is very often 
apparent that young people make up the ‘fodder’ and are not seen as 
fit to be ‘generals’ or ‘captains in the battles’, especially in relation to 
leadership roles within organisations and movements. By citing a lack 
of experience, institutions avoid responsibility, and the resulting 
uncontested and unequal power relations consequently inhibit 
integrated and significant youth development.

Successful youth development calls for an inclusion of youth in 
forums for decision-making just as much as it calls for capacity building 
for young people to participate meaningfully. The lack of integration of 
young people in intergenerational forums for decision-making often 
leads to unsustainable programmes and projects that lose support 
and participants.

At the same time, the integrated approach calls for self-motivation 
from young people – one of the most important challenges that youth 
structures face in mobilising our sector – and calls on them to lead in 
their thinking as well as their actions.

A third critical indicator of good practice in youth development is the 
planning and delivery of development initiatives that present exit 
opportunities to participants. The question raised here is whether real 
and lasting benefits are passed on once young people have completed 
development initiatives. While participants do often acquire skills 
during development programmes, they seldom find opportunities to 
practise or make use of them thereafter. 

Due to the immense challenges we face in youth development, it has 
become imperative that even the seemingly most insignificant effort 
should present the participant with a channel that leads him/her to 
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s
outh Africa will regret its moment of xenophobic madness for 
many years to come. Although it might be premature to 
calculate the full extent of the damage, one can assume with a 
fair degree of certainty that its trail of destruction runs past 62 

scattered corpses and an unfolding humanitarian crisis, straight to the 
heart of who we are as a nation. This tragic episode not only shamed 
us; it has also shaken our self-confidence in who we are and what we 
stand for.

Of course, when employing the term ‘nation’ in our context, we do so 
quite loosely, because a truly inclusive sense of what it means to be 
South African still largely evades us. While many may be working 
tirelessly towards this objective, behavioural patterns that have been 
ingrained by almost four centuries of separation are tough to defeat. 
Successive rounds of the annual SA Reconciliation Barometer Survey 
confirm the difficulty South Africans have in building inter-group 
relations across historically defined racial and class lines. 

Democratisation, nevertheless, did give birth to a handful of critical 
resources that contained the promise of greater cohesion on a national 
level and hence also the potential to mitigate and eventually eliminate 
tensions at an inter-group level. Much hope and expectation was 
therefore vested in their transformative capacity, despite the frailty 
that came with their infancy. Given the extent to which we have linked 
our fate as a country to them, it would only be logical to expect that 
their nurturing must be afforded nothing less than national priority. In 
the wake of the tragic events of the past weeks, the credibility of at 
least two of them hangs by a thread, with significant implications for 
the way in which we chart our way forward.

The first of these – an internationally revered Constitution – embodies 
the values and aspirations that this country has set for itself. As we 
know, the grounds for such reverence reside particularly in the way in 
which socio-economic rights, and by implication, the human dignity of 
those finding themselves within our borders, are protected. In 
principle, the notion of the rule of law should ensure that both state and 
society conduct themselves within the boundaries of its prescriptions. 

Secondly, and closely related to the concern for constitutional 
supremacy, is the extent to which this episode has violated the virtuous 
foundations upon which our state has been premised. Because it 
represents the culmination of a victory of justice over injustice, a 

peaceful political settlement against all odds and a path-breaking truth 
and reconciliation process, Brand South Africa has up to now been 
associated with qualities such as integrity and moral governance. 
These credentials have afforded the country international influence far 
beyond that enjoyed by most comparable developing economies. 
Illustrative of this is the remark often made in diplomatic circles that 
South Africa has the ability to ‘punch above its weight’. This reputation 
has allowed our government and civil society organisations to take a 
leading role in high-profile international negotiations and peace 
processes. Inevitably, it has also shaped the way in which South Africans 
view and conduct themselves in relation to the greater global context. 

The events of recent weeks may have come close to destroying this 
reputation. It took just one image, frighteningly reminiscent of another 
dark past, to do this. How could citizens of a country that has prided 
itself in its capacity for ubuntu be burning people merely because they 
carry a foreign passport? 

To be sure, this shameful episode has its roots in the desperate 
socio-economic circumstances that millions of South Africans find 
themselves in. These dismal conditions have been compounded 
substantially in recent months by an increasingly hostile international 
climate, characterised by market turmoil, skyrocketing fuel prices and, 
consequently, a considerable rise in the prices of basic foodstuffs. 

This critical perspective should not be overlooked. We cannot 
underestimate the shock that such a sudden and massive existential 
threat has had on the choices that impoverished South Africans make 
in order to survive. Neither, when we contemplate our direction from 
here, can we dismiss the fact that these adverse circumstances will 
remain with us for some time. Yet the public shock and disbelief that 
greeted these excesses suggest that we believed ourselves to be far 
more resilient, and able to absorb these global shocks. Have we not 
been assured – sometimes with visible impatience – of the health of 
our economic fundamentals and the robustness of our democratic 
infrastructure? 

When looking back upon the happenings of the past few months, 
one  cannot help but wonder whether all the reverence and praise 
showered upon our ‘democratic miracle’ has not lulled us, and 
especially our leaders, into a false sense of security about the 
strength of its foundations. 

Picking up the pieces
Coming to grips with our xenophobic shame

The recent spate of xenophobic attacks challenges South Africa’s 

fragile sense of national identity, writes JAn hoFMeyR.
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Bertolt Brecht, the German playwright, asks in one of his poems, 
about the way to construct enduring works, how long such works 
endure. The answer that he proposes is: ‘As long as they are not 
completed. Since as long as they demand effort they do not decay’. 
Can  it be that South Africans have foolishly convinced themselves that 
we have reached democratic completion: that by virtue of an honourable 
legacy, a much admired constitution, free and fair elections, and the 
existence of democratic institutions, everything else will fall into place? 
Does this not explain why some, not believing ourselves capable of 
such brutality, were so quick to blame a faceless third force, even 
without any proof? 

The scenes of mobs indulging freely in acts of xenophobic crime while 
police looked on helplessly suggest that the respect for the rule of law 
has not been consolidated in our country, nor have we been able to 
impose it. When it is possible for perpetrators to commit their crimes 
and declare their murderous intent openly on national television 
without fear of prosecution, it amounts to an open challenge to the rule 
of law and, more tragically, an assault on the human dignity that it is 
supposed to defend. Very worryingly, it was young South Africans who 
often stood at the forefront of this lawless brutality.

If it was therefore the function of our much-lauded democratic 
institutions to mediate social tension and conflict, they have failed us in 
arresting the circumstances that have given rise to the bloodshed, 
looting and the appalling conditions that foreign nationals now have to 
endure in refugee camps. Not surprisingly, accounts from conflict 
mediators suggest that confidence in elected leadership in all spheres 
of government is dismally low. This will make a turnaround strategy, 
involving the reintegration of refugees and attention to community 
complaints, increasingly complicated. 

How do we begin to repair the damage to our communities, but 
importantly also, to our self-respect? One strategy would be to 
integrate the lessons that we have learnt from this experience into 
classroom conversations, and eventually also into the national 
curriculum. As regrettable as the circumstances are, this is a profound 
educational opportunity that cannot be missed.

More broadly, a renewed national commitment to the values of our 
Constitution is required. We can do this by collectively working harder 
than ever before to translate them from admirable concepts to 
concrete actions. But someone needs to take charge and guide a nation 
that is reeling from shock. More than ever in the past fourteen years 
we need visionary leadership to ensure that the centre holds.  

 
Jan Hofmeyr is the Programme Manager of the Political Analysis 
Programme at the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation. This article 
first appeared in the Cape Times.

‘How could citizens of a country that has 
prided itself in its capacity for ubuntu be 
burning people merely because they carry 
a foreign passport?’
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Rebuilding trust requires community leaders 
to find sustainable solutions together

t
he public condemnation and human kindness in the wake of the 
recent wave of xenophobic attacks demonstrated that South 
Africans can cooperate when needed to. It remains a tragedy, 
however, that it took a human disaster of these proportions to 

draw attention to the ongoing tensions in our communities. It would 
be even more tragic if we failed to learn the appropriate lessons from 
this episode. 

Against the backdrop of some humanitarian relief efforts, government 
has embarked upon a process of reintegration of foreign nationals into 
communities. for this to succeed, the process has to take into account 
structural causes as well as popular perceptions of what the problems 
may be. We need to look more carefully at root causes, but we also 
need to carefully document the motives, perspectives and sentiments 
of those affected, whether as victims, bystanders or perpetrators. 

Almost all critical flashpoints in the Western Cape were areas 
declared previously as ‘highly vulnerable’. These communities live 
in dire poverty and have to fight daily to survive. Clearly, the stage 
was set – and remains set – for the type of violence that erupted in 

Diepsloot and spread so quickly throughout South Africa. The media 
recorded our collective outrage, but was less successful in providing 
insight into this criminal behaviour as the outcome of a perceived 
threat to local people’s daily livelihood. 

As the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation's 2007 Transformation 
Audit suggested, many within these communities feel that they can 
no longer rely on the state and its institutions to provide them with 
economic and physical security. When the time came to pick up the 
pieces and count the frightening cost of our collective ill-discipline and 
prejudice, the Institute volunteered as part of a provincial response 
team to facilitate dialogue between communities and displaced 
people. The question was to what extent reintegration was a realistic 
option. A number of critical issues emerged from these talks. 

firstly, poverty in the context of gross inequality between and within 
communities is a major contributor to community violence. In this 
case, inequality was understood to run along the lines of nationality. 
Consequently, looting could easily be rationalised as a form of ‘redress’ 
to those who felt unjustly excluded. In other cases, when emotions ran 
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Rebuilding trust requires community leaders 
to find sustainable solutions together

Reintegration will not be possible without creating 

sustainable forums for intra-community dialogue, 

write vAldi vAn Reenen-le Roux and 

nkwenkwe lukuko.

impartial enforcement of official regulations should remove grounds 
for such suspicion.

Reintegration will not be possible without creating sustainable forums 
for intra-community dialogue to provide opportunities for communal 
soul searching and the airing of grievances within neighbourhoods, 
but also to bring together locals and those foreign nationals who were 
driven away. Some have argued that such forums should conceptualise 
the challenge as one of integration rather than reintegration, because 
foreign nationals, they say, have never been formally incorporated into 
community structures. 

While some communities, laudably, have welcomed foreign nationals 
back into their neighbourhoods and initiated such dialogues, others 
remain more cautious. Some argue that unless the root causes are 
addressed first, these things will happen again. Some of the displaced 
foreign nationals, residing in mega-camps, halls, churches and 
mosques, also remain hesitant to engage with those who forced them 
from their homes and places of business so violently. In addition, the 
leadership of the group of displaced persons that sought refuge at the 
Caledon Street police station has refused to move to mega-camps or 
halls outside the immediate vicinity of Cape Town. 

To guide the search for sustainable solutions in this complicated 
context, we are in desperate need of community-level leaders who 
understand what it takes to build and foster the ability to learn to 
live together and who will be persistent in their pursuit of dialogue to 
find concrete and community-specific solutions to these challenges. 
Given the disillusionment with many current leadership structures in 
communities, government and civil society may need to play a leading 
role in refocusing energies on the need to support and capacitate 
community leaders to engage meaningfully with those they serve. 
Rebuilding trust requires that leaders remain accessible. It also 
demands active participation of state agencies such as the police,  and 
health- and social services. 

How does one address such sensitive issues affecting the very 
livelihood of communities? Our interaction with those who have been 
directly affected over the past few weeks suggests that sustained 
and focused programmes of community-based dialogue are an 
indispensable tool in combating and preventing a resurgence of 
communal violence, and can also serve to identify and equip the kind 
of leadership needed to build healthy communities.  

 
Valdi van Reenen-Le Roux is the Programme Manager of the 
Reconciliation and Social Reconstruction Programme and Nkwenkwe 
Lukuko is Project Leader for the Community Healing Project at the 
Institute for Justice and Reconciliation.

‘Given the disillusionment with many current 
leadership structures in communities, government 
and civil society may need to play a leading role 
in refocusing energies on the need to support and 
capacitate community leaders to engage 
meaningfully with those they serve. ’

high enough, no rationalisation was needed. Poverty within a deeply 
unequal society, we are learning, is more likely to cause violence and 
public unrest than poverty in a universally poor environment. In this 
way, all of us, rich and poor, seem to be intimately connected to the 
recent outbreak of xenophobia.

Secondly and more concretely, the question of housing remains a point 
of contention. A failure to properly regulate the allocation, subletting, 
and transfer of social housing has played a central role in eroding intra-
communal trust. A lack of transparency and accountability in regulating 
housing transactions spawned illegal practices, but in many instances 
also fuelled misperceptions and rumours about implementation practices 
skewed in favour of ‘others’, such as foreign nationals. 

Thirdly, greater effort should be made to ensure proper enforcement 
of laws and bylaws relating to the conduct of business within informal 
settlements. In many instances, community members have alleged 
that improper business practices by foreign nationals have made it 
difficult for them to run economically viable businesses. Whether 
these allegations are founded in reality or not, the proper and 
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source of division between citizens. As successive rounds of the IJR’s 
SA Reconciliation Barometer Survey have shown, economic inequality 
tops that list. While their intersection is obvious, the economic 
component now seems to be carrying far more weight than that of race. 

Racial reconciliation has been, and continues to be, a necessary 
priority. This was particularly the case in the immediate aftermath of 
the political transition. But perhaps there has not been enough urgency 
and coherence to how we have approached the question of economic 
redress since 1994. This disproportionate focus on the racial rather 
than the economic dimensions of reconciliation may expose us to the 
re-occurrence of our violent and traumatic past in guises that we are 
not prepared for. The lived reality of many communities in post-
apartheid South Africa is one of daily competition for essential 
resources, overshadowed by a legacy of systematic oppression and 
inequality. Arguably, the recent wave of xenophobic violence against 
fellow Africans is an expression of this fight for survival.   

If we want to take the objective of national reconciliation seriously 
today, we cannot see it in isolation from broader socio-economic justice. 
To make public conversations about reconciliation relevant in 2008, 
we must incorporate this perspective in our thinking. The implication of 
this broadening exercise is that reconciliation becomes a more inclusive 
process that encourages individuals – in the words of former IJR 
executive director, Charles Villa-Vicencio – to ‘think and work beyond 
“me and my future”, to embrace a concern for “we and our future”’.

When thinking through these challenges, high levels of abstraction 
are dangerous; recommendations are often made with broad strokes 
and remain general. We have to be more specific and adopt a solution-
focused discourse, which moves from the national level to look more 
closely at the lives of ordinary South Africans. Reconciliation is 
inextricably linked to social transformation at a practical, community 
level. We ignore this at our peril. 

Ultimately, we have to make our national conversation around 
reconciliation far more accessible to a broader cross-section of South 
Africans. While there have been various empowerment initiatives that 
have targeted community needs, these initiatives have not (yet) had the 
desired impact. It is necessary to asses the shortcomings of these 
initiatives against the goal of sustainable bottom-up solutions. It is only 
through practical lenses that the validity and mutually reinforcing 
nature of reconciliation and social transformation can be realised. 

  
Carmen Louw and Natalie Jaynes are Project Leaders in the  
Reconciliation and Reconstruction Programme at the Institute  
for Justice and Reconciliation.

this October will mark ten years since the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC) officially completed its work and handed over 
its final report to the then president, Nelson Mandela. The TRC 
submitted a five-volume report in 1998 and, in 2003, the Amnesty 

Committee handed over another two volumes. In its own limited way, 
this combined report was expected to further the goal of a ‘new’ South 
Africa as articulated in the Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation 
Act, No. 34 of 1995. The expectation was that the work started by the 
TRC process should be continued by civil society, government and the 
efforts of the broader South African public. 

As the tenth anniversary approaches, it is worth pausing to ask 
whether reconciliation still occupies a top slot on our national agenda. 
Indeed, has the public discourse on reconciliation evolved to 
accommodate the current South African socio-political context, or has 
it remained static, trapped in the rhetoric of a decade past? 

Judging by the events of the past six months, the signs are not very 
encouraging. The racism manifested in the Skielik shooting and the 
Reitz Hostel video saga, along with the recent spate of xenophobic 
attacks, may very well leave one with a sense of despair. Such a 
country-wide snapshot is not the image of the Rainbow Nation we had 
hoped to see. 

But does it tell the whole story? And what can it tell us about the state 
of the post-TRC reconciliation project? Two key concerns – raised in 
relation to the TRC’s longer-term impact on South African society – are 
instructive in this regard. 

During the TRC’s hearings, concerns were raised about its limited 
investigative mandate which restricted probes into individual cases of 
gross human-rights violations occurring between 1960 and 1994. The 
entrenched structural violence of apartheid was not addressed at all. 
At the time it was felt that looking at only certain aspects of apartheid 
violence would lead to an unsatisfactory, partial reconciliation. 

Secondly, it has been argued that the TRC placed a disproportionate 
focus on racial reconciliation to the detriment of acknowledging the 
other social schisms entrenched by four decades of apartheid. 
Notwithstanding the immeasurable damage done to relations between 
South Africans from different racial and cultural backgrounds, the 
economic disenfranchisement of black South Africans – which was not 
addressed during the TRC hearings – continues to be apartheid’s most 
stubborn legacy today. It was only in Volume 5 of the TRC final Report 
that this residual legacy was acknowledged and recommendations 
were made to address these broader socio-economic issues. 

While racism is still endemic to our society, public opinion surveys 
suggest that ordinary South Africans do not regard it as the primary 

Reconciliation:
from abstraction to practice 

we need to think more practically about how 
we want to promote national reconciliation, 
write CARMen louw and nATAlie JAyneS.



PAGE 15Institute for Justice and Reconciliation

‘…it has been argued that the TRC placed a disproportionate focus on racial reconciliation 
to the detriment of acknowledging the other social schisms entrenched by four decades 
of apartheid.’
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SA RECONCILIATION BAROMETER SURVEY 2007 

The SA Reconciliation Barometer Survey is an annual survey, conducted 
by the IJR, which tracks public responses to social transformation and 
its impact on national reconciliation. The survey report of the most 
recent round of the survey can now be accessed on our website at:

www.ijr.org.za 

This publication has been made possible with the financial support of the 
Royal Danish Embassy (Danida) and the Church of Sweden. The views 
expressed herein do not necessarily represent those of our donors.

for an up to date resource on debates and media coverage 
of nation-building in South Africa, log on to the SA Monitor at:

www.ijr.org.za/politicalanalysis/samonitor
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TruTh, JusTice, memory:  
SOUTH AfRICA'S TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION PROCESS
A 12-episode course on the TRC

How did the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
contribute to South Africa's transition? Only time will 
tell. We do know that this was a first, and possibly 
unique, opportunity for ordinary South Africans to 
take centre stage and to get the nation to listen to 
their stories of suffering and sacrifice. How can 
we, years later, use this legacy in the building of a 
generation of reconciling South Africans? This first-

of-its-kind course, conceptualised as part of the Institute for Justice 
and Reconciliation's education programme, aims to expose learners to 
the TRC event in a sensitive but forthright manner. Twelve DVD video 
clips, each about 20 minutes in length, cover a series of important 
aspects in the TRC's work. The accompanying teacher's guide contains 
twelve corresponding chapters complete with content summary, key 
questions, tasks for learners and teachers as well as additional sources.

The TRC DVD and course book retail for R250.

peace in The balance
THE CRISIS IN SUDAN

The ongoing crisis in Sudan is characteristic of the 
many challenges of nation-building on the African 
continent. Yet it has unique dynamics. Current 
attempts to end half a century of war, instability and 
state repression have led to a fragile peace. 
Sustaining this peace will demand all the efforts of 
national, regional and international actors. This book 
attempts to trace the origins of the problems, the 

ongoing conflicts and the huge challenges confronting the efforts to 
bring peace and reconciliation to this war-torn country.

2007 TransformaTion audiT –  
leadership and legiTimacy
Edited by Susan Brown

One of the essential functions of national leadership is to continuously 
construct a national sense of identity and mutual trust, and another is to 
ensure the effectiveness of institutions, both of delivery and democracy. 

The 2007 Transformation Audit focuses on 
leadership and legitimacy: on the way in which 
many aspects of our national life and 
development are defined by how they are led 
and managed. The paradox we see at the macro 
level is the way in which economic stability, 
rising affluence and improving growth – 
normally stabilising factors in democracies  
– are contradicted by decreasing political 
confidence. Government and the ruling party 

face the imperative of healing the rifts opened by the protracted leadership 
battle, and regaining the trust both have lost. It is time for us as a nation to 
get back to a conversation about leadership and the rules we will rededicate 
ourselves to, in a search for national unity, coherence and social trust. 

The 2007 Transformation Audit is now also available online at Kalahari.net

I think it’s very important in society that we have organisations like this who 
can be independent, who can be objective and who can raise the really 
tough questions and help us find solutions going forward. 

Maria Ramos
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peace beyond JusTice
DOCUMENTARY DVD

Work has just been completed on an IJR 
documentary on the Gacaca Courts institution in 
Rwanda. The documentary is being distributed to 
educational institutions in Rwanda, as a means of 
providing a historical record and learning tool.
Based on a traditional justice mechanism, the 
Gacaca Courts constitute a brave and ambitious 
intervention by post-genocide Rwanda to deal 

with egregious crimes.  The film describes the context that Gacaca 
seeks to address and the intent of those responsible for its 
implementation, and includes coverage of actual Gacaca hearings.
The critique of the courts is not discussed in detail as the aim of the 
documentary is to engage Rwandans and others in a debate on issues 
of justice and reconciliation.


