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When FIFA recently awarded South
Africa the 2010 Soccer World Cup,
South Africans of all races cele-

brated a national victory. This united, good-
natured jubilation provided another glimpse
of the massive potential for South Africans 
to unite across divisions, given common 
purpose and a common feeling of national
pride.

In this SA Reconciliation Barometer
newsletter, we point towards reason to hope
that behind this moment of temporary national
unity lies another more complex development:
a halt to rising negative perceptions of South

African social conditions. These are reflected
in survey responses on expectations about
crime and the economy. The Barometer 
may be picking up the first indications of a
trend, not towards foolish optimism, but
towards optimistic realism amongst South
Africans.

This may be indicative of another process –
one of increased realism about the potential
of the country – despite its obvious problems. 

Although complaints about crime are 
regular subjects of discussion on the dinner
party circuit, the Barometer indicates that
South African pessimism about increased

crime and increased economic threat is not
on the rise.

This is good news. In this country, percep-
tions and realities have the same potency,
with negative sentiment having a particularly
strong economic effect, as well as acting as
an impediment to reconciliation – which, in
turn, affects sentiment again.  

It is even more problematic when those
who are least at threat perceive themselves
as most so, and articulately present them-
selves accordingly. A realistic assessment 
of threats is therefore important for 
reconciliation.

editorial TIME FOR HOPE AMIDST REALITY

Human security is a major concern of South Africans, whether
rich or poor. Fear of crime, particularly violent crime, is visible
everywhere. Barbed wire fences, electric gates and ‘Beware 

of the Dog’ signs are now standard features of South African suburbs. 
For every South African Police Services (SAPS) officer, there are four

officers employed by private security firms. Newspapers regularly
report the killing of suspected criminals by vigilantes.

South Africans feel threatened, and most appear to be taking action
to protect themselves. The wealthy resort to high-calibre, electronic
alarm systems and remote-controlled gates, whilst the poor create
self-defence units or pay warlords their monthly ‘protection fees’.

But do South Africans expect  to feel more or less secure? The 
SA Reconciliation Barometer national survey conducted in October
and November 2003 sheds some light on the issue. These results
stem from face-to-face interviews with a socially and racially 
representative sample of 3 499 South Africans. Interviews were 
conducted in metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas, including
informal settlements and deep rural areas. Respondents were 
interviewed in the language of their choice, by an interviewer of 
the same race as themselves. The survey complied with the usual 

A FALL IN
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scientific requirements and the results provide a highly representative
basis for describing the views of South Africans.

Do people expect an improvement or deterioration in the general
level of safety and in the personal level of safety of people like them-
selves in the near future?

Cautiously, it seems, pessimism may be in check.
In the late eighties and early nineties, right up to the 1994 elections,

it is likely that these questions would have brought to the fore concerns
about political violence and civil unrest, with the potential of conflict
with neighbouring nations not completely out of the question. 

But since the advent of democracy this has undeniably changed. 
It is anticipated that questions about people’s views on threats to
their personal or general safety provide information on the level 
of fear of crime. Whether it be vehicle hijacking, farm killings, gang
rape or housebreaking, the question examined whether people 
expect an increase in such threats.

South Africans are certainly concerned about their future safety. 
Two in every ten South Africans expect an increased crime threat
while three in ten think things will remain the same. This means 
about half of South Africans are not optimistic. With crime rates 
at their present high levels, this is a relatively negative evaluation. 

Fortunately, there is no evidence of an increase in this pessimism,
and at the same time, no decrease in optimists. Four in every ten
South Africans remain optimistic about an improvement in general
safety levels in the country. A similar, though slightly more optimistic
pattern, is replicated in answer to the question of the anticipated 
level of safety of ‘people like you’. 

Whilst the slight upswings in optimism visible in responses to 
both questions are not yet large enough to be classified statistically
significant, they may be the first tentative signs of a tendency
towards a decrease in the perceived threat of crime. The survey 
data from the next round of the SA Reconciliation Barometer, 
to be released later this year, will have to be monitored closely 
to check for the presence of such a trend. 

South Africans appear slightly more confident about their economic
survival than about their physical security. The period between the two
surveys witnessed a significant increase of 9% in the percentage of
citizens expecting an improvement in general economic circumstances,

with a slightly lower improvement of 7% in expectations for 
personal economic conditions.

In terms of their expectations for their personal economic 
and financial stability, about half of all South Africans expect 
an improvement in the next two years. 

This optimism amongst financially comfortable South Africans 
was, no doubt, largely influenced by a changed view of the South
African Rand. Amidst global economic volatility, it became evident 
that the Rand is becoming a solid repository of value, and local 
investments are sometimes even better performers than those 
in the sluggish international economy. Expectations of even more
improvements were probably also linked to tax cuts and the 
numerous drops in interest rates that occurred during the course 
of 2003. 

Amongst middle-class and poorer South Africans this view may 
have been the result of a leveling out of inflation which would 
have had a slight but stabilising effect on food prices in particular. 
An increase in the government’s capacity to deliver its social 
grants, as well as the incremental increase in the age of children
qualifying for the Child Grant, may also have had a positive effect.

Whether this optimism is pinned on a hope for a situation that 
‘can only get better’, or whether this represents a realistic, but 
cautiously optimistic assessment of the economy, is unclear at this
stage. Be that as it may, the majority of South Africans are certainly
not expecting an economic meltdown. On the contrary, the data 
suggests a slight upward fluctuation in economic optimism.

So what are the implications of these general expectations of 
economic and physical security for the country?

A 1996 Editorial in the Irish News proclaimed: ‘In this country 
perceptions and realities have the same potency.’ This is a human
reality in most countries, and maybe particularly so in South Africa.
And it is a truism that sentiment is an important driver of markets.

It is often not the actual circumstances but perceptions of these 
circumstances that lead to wars, to recessions, to revolutions, to 
reconciliation or to conflict resolution. People interpret reality differently. 
They perceive differences in the severity, causes and consequences 
of problems, be they social, political, economic or otherwise.

In this case, people’s expectations of future threats are critical 
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Earlier this year a local couple 
made the news when they applied 
for asylum in the United States 

claiming that they were persecuted in 
South Africa on the basis of their race. 
The couple argued that as Whites they 
would be the victims of crime if returned 
to South Africa, and they further feared 
they would be unemployed as a result of
affirmative action policies.  

The judge presiding over their case 
rejected the claim, finding that although
South Africa has high levels of both crime
and unemployment, these are an ‘all too 
common by-product of civil unrest and 
economic turmoil’.  

Moreover, the judge found that their race,
far from exposing them to persecution, better
insulated them from the real impact of these
factors than the majority of the population. 

For this couple, as for many South Africans
today, our new democracy feels fraught with
threats; in particular a fear of crime fuelled
by the mythology that Whites are the primary

targets merely because of their race. From
this perspective, the racialised discourse of
crime not only misrepresents Whites as the
predominant victims, but conversely portrays
blacks as the primary perpetrators.  

In the post-1994 context of rainbow nation-
alism, this discourse does not overtly employ
a Black and White vocabulary. However, race
is commonly coded into everyday conversation.
For example, ‘the hijacker’ frequently means
‘the young, Black, male criminal’ in White
suburbia. Consequently, young Black men 
are still viewed with suspicion and fear, and, 
as in the past, they are often apprehended
by the police in areas where ‘they do not
belong’.

A further consequence of the fear of crime
has been an accelerating retreat of middle-
class communities behind high walls and 
private security, prompting a withdrawal
from public space and precluding the possi-
bility of relationship-building. Although there
is a growing Black elite who can now afford
to join the ‘laager’, a recent survey reveals

that only 2% of Blacks have a private security
or an armed response system – in contrast 
to 45% of Whites – demonstrating that the
preoccupation with criminal violence and 
victimisation plays out in racially, as well as
economically, defined ways. Viewing the new
South Africa through a prism of fear creates
an identity of victimhood that is linked to
race; reinforcing the divided and racialised
identities of the past. 

Ironically, the construction of high walls,
intended to protect, tends to fuel the cycle 
of fear and crime. Walls and fences have
become the visible face of exclusion; a barrier
between the haves and the have-nots.  

Although these barriers take on a different
form today than in the past, they have the
same effect of marginalising a population
that is almost exclusively black. This can fuel
resentment and a sense of injustice on one
side of the wall, and a sustained sense of
entitlement and privilege on the other. Both
sentiments pose an obstacle to meaningful
reconciliation. 

CRIME, SECURITY 
AND FEAR OF
‘THE OTHER’

By Nahla Valji, Bronwyn Harris and Graeme Simpson
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It is the fear of violent crime that has fuelled
calls for the return of the death penalty, as
well as lent justification to uncontained 
vigilante violence. A fear of crime is thus 
contributing to cycles of violence, as well as
threatening an embryonic culture of human
rights before it can develop. Feelings of 
vulnerability also provoke a nostalgia for 
the authoritarian practices of the past 
and – amongst some – for the past itself.  

The fear of criminal violence as well as 
of crime itself, threatens the reconciliation 
project in South Africa. But this is testimony
to the superficiality of some aspects of our
brand of reconciliation.  We need to ask
whether we have not too easily consumed
our own ‘feel-good’ representations of a 
rainbow nation, which are routinely fed back 
to us through the media. 

South Africans imbibe a steady stream of
advertisements portraying a racially mixed
and reconciled South Africa. New sitcoms on
television are all painstakingly representative
– including having a token Indian and so-called
‘Coloured’ to ensure all former apartheid
racial categories are represented. But this
steady diet of candy-coated national unity
bears little resemblance to reality. As 
previous issues of the SA Reconciliation
Barometer have demonstrated, beyond 
the handful of Black South Africans who 
can today afford to share in a shopping mall 
culture of corporatist reconciliation, relations
between the races have not fundamentally
transformed over the past ten years – with
just under half (46%) of South Africans
reporting that they never socialise across
racial boundaries and a further quarter 
(23%) stating that they only do so rarely.  

An uncritical acceptance of the reconciled
rainbow nation has meant that each incident
of racial violence is accompanied by a
renewed sense of surprise, as though there
is a genuine belief that in 1994 the country
merely stepped across a threshold into unity
and solidarity.

A key example of this is the violence which
shook the community of Kuruman in the
Northern Cape late last year when a black
man was allegedly accosted and beaten by
three White men on the steps of a hotel in 
the town centre. Similar to incidents that have
occurred across the country, the incident in
Kuruman sparked the dry tinder of latent 
tensions and divided the town dangerously.
One local councillor reported that more guns
were sold in the six days after the incident

than in the entire hunting season – sparked
by fear amongst Whites of a ‘Black uprising’.
In reflecting on the incident the remarks of
Mayor Mogodi, an ANC appointee, were
telling. She noted: ‘We never gave it (racism)
special attention and thought it would wear
off. This thing of the rainbow nation, we took
it as something that happens instantly.’

At the same time, we must recognise that
reconciliation is more complex than simply
measuring inter-racial relationships. The 
violence of apartheid permeated communities,
families and individual identities. Its legacy
has been that, for some, violence continues
to be a way of life. Although certain factors
have changed with the political transition,
many of the root causes of violence (including
identities imbued with violent meaning) have
not altered. Fear of violence must thus be
interpreted as a more complex measure of
violent patterns than simply White and Black
perceptions of each other. This is not to 
dismiss fear – indeed, perceptions do shape
and impact on reality as the gun sales in
Kuruman testify. As such, reconciliation 
initiatives must engage with the nuanced
relationships of conflict and violence between
South Africans within, as well as across,
racial lines. 

In a society where the root causes of much
of the crime are not very different today to
the economic impoverishment and race-based
exclusion that shaped much of the violence 
of the apartheid era, we ought not to be too
surprised at the sustained levels of violence
(and fear) in our society. Reconciliation –
based on the narrow premises of political
settlements and racial harmony without
attending to the underlying sustained 
experiences of social and economic injustice,
as well as the culture of violence which this
underpins, will remain vulnerable to the 
consequences of this social, economic and
cultural experience of exclusion.  

The ‘feel-good’ notion of reconciliation has
prevented us from striving for an inclusive
citizenship – one built on equality between 
citizens and the state, and between each
other. This is perhaps a better measure of
how far we have come as a country than the
mere day-to-day interactions that occur across
the racial line and are so easily eroded by a
racialised perception and fear of victimisation.

Nahla Valji and Bronwyn Harris are
Researchers and Graeme Simpson is the

Executive Director of the Centre for the Study 
of Violence and Reconciliation

for a number of reasons. Anticipations 
of future economic policies are important
factors in determining investor confidence
and influence the strength of the Rand. 
The belief that poverty and inequality are
inescapable has an impact on the productivity
of a workforce. Evaluations of crime levels
have a bearing on the willingness of both
local and foreign investors to participate 
in the productive economy. They affect 
emigration and immigration rates – in the
past year these equalised for the first time
since 1994 – and, of course, the success 
of the country’s tourism industry is highly
correlated to crime perceptions.

But fear, whether of economic persecution
or crime, also has important social and
political repercussions. Expectations about 
the probable future threats to the political,
social, environmental, economic and cultural
systems that together give people the 
building blocks of survival, livelihood and
dignity, are also critical for reconciliation.
Fear links to stubborn hostility towards
social groups perceived as the ‘other’.

South Africans are realistically worried
about their physical safety, but despite 
high crime rates optimism has not waned.
On the whole there is less fear for future
economic threats, and there is even evidence
of an increase in optimism over the course
of last year. 
What does this mean for reconciliation?

Thirty percent of South Africans admit to
wanting more frequent contact across
racial divides.This is just as well because
60% of South Africans still struggle to
understand people of other races.

Between April and November last year
there was a 10% increase in the pro-
portion of South Africans saying it is
desirable to create one nation out of 
all the groups that live in the country,
bringing the total portion in support to
more than 80%.

SOMETHING TO THINK ABOUT

... continued from page 2

Karin Lombard is Project Co-ordinator of 
the SA Reconciliation Barometer at the
Institute for Justice and Reconciliation.
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Middle to upper class; Whites and Indians; 
residents of small country towns and of
metropolitan areas. These are the types 

of South Africans who are most pessimistic about
future crime threats.

Disaggregation of the SA Reconciliation Barometer
survey data reveals which South Africans expect
their security situations to worsen.

Broken down by gender, there is a slight decrease
in the proportion of South African women anticipating
increased safety threats, but there was little indication
of significant differences between the sexes, or
across successive rounds of last year’s surveys. 

The data also reveal that South Africans living in
deep rural areas are the least pessimistic about
future safety levels. In contrast, those inhabiting 
the villages in these very same rural areas are the
most worried. At the other end of the community
size spectrum, metropolitan area dwellers reveal
similarly negative expectations of future crime 
levels to their counterparts in the small villages.

Once broken down into the four racial sub-groups,
the data reports that White and Indian South
Africans are significantly more pessimistic than
Coloureds and Blacks, with almost two thirds of the
population expecting crime to increase. This differs
markedly from the approximately 35% of Coloureds
and 20% of Blacks who have the same negative
anticipations.

Besides these distinct differences in threat expec-
tations, both the Coloured and Indian sub-groups
revealed some interesting changes over the period
under review. Both groups saw a slight, but significant,
decrease in the proportion expecting crime to 
get worse. Admittedly, the portion of pessimists
amongst Indians is almost twice as large as that
amongst Coloureds, but this finding, if corroborated
in the next round of the survey, may hint at the
beginnings of a positive development.

Equally distinct differences are visible if the data
are disaggregated according to respondent’s Living
Standards Measure (LSM) Group, which serves as a
useful proxy for indicating people’s economic status. 

Between 50 and 60% of respondents falling into
the four highest LSM groups believe crime will get
worse. Only between 15 and 20% of the four lowest
LSM groups have similarly gloomy expectations. 

The pattern is clear. The wealthier the respondent
(indicated by a higher LSM group) – the more 
pessimistic their outlook. 

The data present an interesting scenario of vast
differences in levels of perceived threats. The question
whether these levels of fear of crime correspond to
actual threat levels remains to be seen.

WHO ARE THE PESSIMISTS AND OPTIMISTS?

RURAL

CITY

LARGE TOWN

METRO

SMALL TOWN

VILLAGE

35

40

45

30 

25

20 

15

10 

5 

0 
APRIL ’03 NOVEMBER ’03

%
 O

F 
R

ES
P

O
N

D
EN

TS

PERCENTAGE EXPECTING AN INCREASED THREAT 
OF CRIME BY COMMUNITY SIZE

COLOURED

WHITE

INDIAN

BLACK

LSM 7 & 8

LSM 3 & 4

LSM 5 & 6

LSM 1 & 2

LSM 9 & 10

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0 
APRIL ’03 NOVEMBER ’03

%
 O

F 
R

ES
P

O
N

D
EN

TS

PERCENTAGE EXPECTING AN INCREASED THREAT 
OF CRIME BY RACE

61

34

17

43

21

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0 
APRIL ’03 NOVEMBER ’03

%
 O

F 
R

ES
P

O
N

D
EN

TS

PERCENTAGE EXPECTING AN INCREASED THREAT 
OF CRIME BY LSM

19
16

42

37
35

32

28

22

35
34

28
27

24

18

72

62
62

60

55

34

27

18

57

44

24



PAGE 6Institute for Justice and Reconciliation

The 2003 SA Reconciliation Barometer
came to conclusions similar to those 
of the 2003 ISS National Victims of

Crime Survey in terms of racial differences
in perceptions of safety. Both surveys found
that Indian and White South Africans experi-
ence far greater levels of fear of crime than
Black or Coloured South Africans. But while
all racial groups experience some forms 
of criminal vulnerability, these fears seem 
to vary inversely to actual risk of violence.

Based on a nationally representative 
sample of 4 862 people over the age of 
16, the crime victims survey found that, 
as  promised by the South African Police
Service (SAPS), crime victimisation had 
not increased since the last national victim
survey, which was conducted by Stats SA 
in 1998. Despite this, 53% surveyed felt that
crime had increased in their area in the last
three years. These views varied sharply by
race, however, with 78% of Indians, 61% 
of Whites, 51% of Blacks and only 48% of
Coloureds polled feeling that crime had
increased.

This polarisation becomes even more
extreme when feelings of safety are explored.
Even though it would appear that crime has
not increased since 1998, and 47% of those
surveyed recognise this trend in the last
three years, feelings of insecurity have
increased markedly. 

In 1998, 60% of those surveyed said they

felt very safe walking alone in the areas
where they live during the day. In 2003, 
only 25% said they felt safe under these 
conditions. Only 11% of Indians said they 
felt very safe, compared to 35% of Whites,
62% of Coloureds and 64% of Blacks.

The survey found that, not surprisingly, 
murder is the crime most feared by South
Africans in general, but racial differences
were also evident here. While Black and
Coloured South Africans tended to be most
afraid of murder, Indians feared housebreaking
most, and Whites worried most about 
vehicle hijacking. 

At first glance, these fears might seem 
odd. Clearly, to lose one’s life is worse than
to lose one’s household goods or vehicle. 
But survey respondents seem to factor in the
real likelihood of falling victim when deciding
what to fear.

Indians and Whites are indeed much more
likely to suffer housebreaking, according 
to the survey, than Blacks and Coloureds –
more than twice as likely. Unfortunately,
there were not enough hijackings captured 
in the survey to provide a basis for reliable
comparison, but survey data on robbery
(which includes hijacking) show that Whites
are nearly as likely to be robbed as Blacks,
and are more vulnerable in this regard than
the other racial groups.

These survey results are in keeping with 
the general rule that wealthier people are

more likely to fall victim to property crime,
while poorer people seem to be more 
vulnerable to violent crime. Robbery, which 
is the violent taking of property, can affect
members of all social strata.

So, specific crime fears seem to take into
account the fact that Indians and Whites 
are more likely to become victims of certain
types of crime. They would probably fear
murder more if it seemed to be a greater
threat. The threat of violence is present 
in hijacking and even in burglary (half the
housebreakings in the survey occurred 
when the victims were at home), but it is 
the anecdotal familiarity of these crimes,
rather than the actual taking of life, that 
generates Indian and White fear. Blacks 
and Coloureds do not have this luxury.

Black and Coloured South Africans have
reason to be afraid of murder because 
projections made by JDS Thomson this year
suggest that they are far more likely to be
murdered than Whites or Indians. The figure
below is based on projections from informa-
tion previously provided by the SAPS. They
are supported by sentinel site information
from the National Injury Mortality Surveillance
System (NIMSS) which also show that 
black and coloured South Africans are 
more vulnerable to being murdered. In fact,
homicide is the number one cause of non-
natural death among Blacks and Coloureds,
outpacing suicides, automobile accidents 

RACE, RISK, 
& THREAT
IN SOUTH AFRICA

... continued on page 7 �

By Ted Leggett
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and other non-intentional injuries by a wide margin.
It should be noted that the questions designed to measure

fear internationally, may not be problem free. They ask 

respondents about their fear of walking alone in the area
where they live at night, a scenario that more affluent South
Africans rarely encounter. At night, they are more likely to be
at home, waiting to be burgled. If they go out, it is in their car,
vigilant for hijackers. The hypothetical exercise of imagining
oneself walking alone at night, is thus all the more frightening. 

The feelings about changes in crime rates may have a 
firmer base in reality. There is little doubt that, post-1994,
crime has increased more in those areas that were previously
insulated. While the gross risk may still be lower, the relative
increase for the more affluent populations is probably greater.
In contrast, people living in areas where violence has become
commonplace may find hope in any positive change, even if
risks remain incredibly high.

The negative perceptions in the White and Indian communities
parallel the general trends in optimism and confidence in 
government found in many surveys, such as the South African
Social Attitudes survey done by the Human Sciences Research
Council (HSRC) and the SA Reconciliation Barometer. 
When asked a range of questions about social conditions 
and government performance, Indians and Whites are 
often more pessimistic than Blacks or Coloureds, despite 
the fact that the former groups continue to experience 
greater affluence.

The Institute for Security Studies will be conducting focus
groups to probe the reasons why White and Indian South
Africans are more likely to be fearful than Coloureds and
Blacks. The extreme negativity of Indian South Africans is
especially curious, but survey data suggest this may be related
to declining service to Indian areas as resources are reallocated.

Perceptions are shaped by expectations, and relative declines
in certain communities may be more important in generating
feelings of fear than absolute risk.

7 PAGE Institute for Justice and Reconciliation

Ted Leggett is a Senior Researcher in the Crime and Justice
Programme of the Institute for Security Studies.
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The Barometer survey suggests that South Africans are starting
to feel safer, particularly about their economic circumstances.
And despite a great deal of uncertainty surrounding official

crime statistics, it is encouraging that our data reveal no increases 
in the level of fear of crime. 

But a striking aspect of racial attitudes to crime is that Whites 
and Indians are notably more afraid than Coloured and Black South
Africans. Yet the former are also notably safer than their Coloured
and Black counterparts. 

In other words, the group that suffers the highest crime rates,
Blacks, is the most optimistic about future crime rates. The group 
that suffers the lowest crime rates, Whites, feels most unsafe.

Why is this so?
It would seem that this scenario of Whites’ and Indians’ negative 

perceptions of situations in which they are greatest beneficiaries 
is repeated in the face of at least two other key social issues.

Attitudes on education present one such case. Whites and Indians’
perceptions of a decline in the quality of education are far more
marked than those of Coloureds and Blacks. Yet the performance 
of White and Indian university entrance matriculants is dramatically
better than that of Coloured and Black South Africans.

Attitudes on affirmative employment provide another example.
Conventional wisdom is that white males are now lowest on the
employment totem pole; employment data indicates otherwise.
Employment numbers supplied by the Standard Bank Chief 
Economist, available in this issue, demonstrate that.

Superficially it may seem that this disproportionate fear of losing
out, of victimhood and being marginalised is the result of different
frames of reference. Middle-class South Africans compare their
human security situation not to those of their fellow South Africans,
but either to the hermetically sealed security of the past, or to First
World countries. The same may apply to education, but white South
Africans are certainly wrong about being disadvantaged when it
comes to employment. 

And certainly the tedious log of suburban complaints – mostly 
generated by a backward-looking, un-hip older generation – has let
off steam. But it also maintains anxious group attitudes. Particularly,
in the absence of hard information and numbers, or the willingness 
to find these, it feeds itself. One could argue that it is a response 
to the profound shock of going from having been far safer than their
fellow citizens in the past, to becoming part of the South African 
insecurity spectrum.

However, it would be interesting to investigate how far unease 
arising from a sense of loss of power and control is a common factor
driving ‘privileged discontent.’  Where in the past middle-class White
and Indian communities saw the police and law enforcement as

‘theirs’, they can no longer. Certainly the ministerial and department
spokespeople stopped speaking to suburban concerns, and the 
allocation of resources turned away too. 

The networks which almost unconsciously dominated educational
access and employment opportunities in the past now face bureaucra-
cies under new direction, new legislation and new, competing, elites. 

Is it possible that the fear that White and Indian South Africans
experience is not the result of greater threats or even decreased
quality of service provision, but an increased feeling of vulnerability
and helplessness as a result of a loss of control of the system? 
Could it be the result of a sense of loss, almost of exclusion, from 
formal and informal systems and networks which previously functioned
for the sole benefit of Whites, and to a lesser degree Indians and
Coloureds? Previous advantages relative to fellow citizens become –
in the way of people everywhere – perceived as rights and the norm.

Amongst poorer South Africans, and Blacks in particular, completely
different dynamics are at play. Rather than a sense of loss of control,
there may be an increase in a loss of confidence in systems and 
networks that have historically already elicited very low expectations.

It is commonly accepted wisdom that vigilantism is a frequent
response to a loss of confidence in the state-sponsored criminal 
justice system. Vigilante action is on the rise: the release of suspected
criminals often lead to angry crowds of citizens seeking their own 
justice on the dusty streets of the country’s sprawling informal settle-
ments. Some 40% of deaths in police custody is ascribed to injuries
arising from vigilante justice (a further 40% is ascribed to suicide,
and the balance to police violence), according to the Independent
Complaints Directorate.

South Africans, particularly those who cannot pay private security
fees, are obviously angry, frustrated and fed up at the incapacity of
the government to secure their safety. Despite this blatant lack of
delivery of human security amongst the poor, with upsurges in rage
reflected increasing cases of vigilante justice, the Barometer results
do not reflect a parallel level of worry about future crime levels. In
fact, poor and Black South Africans are remarkably more optimistic
than their wealthy and whiter counterparts. 

Could the disproportionate disapproval and fear on the part of
Whites and Indians be the result, not of a loss of confidence in the
state, but an unconscious response to their own loss of control of 
the state and its systems. Is theirs a racial or a class-based fear? 
If it is, what strategies does this suggest for hauling the discontented
privileged onto the nation-building project?

Susan Brown is a Political Analyst at the Institute for 
Justice and Reconciliation.

PERCEPTION
& REALITY WELLSPRINGS OF 

PRIVILEGED DISCONTENT
By Susan Brown
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Our country’s political transition to a free democracy has 
been widely hailed across the world as the South African 
miracle. It needs to be remembered, however, that this 

miracle came about as a result of a long and hard struggle in 
which many ordinary South Africans had to make huge sacrifices. 

It is important for us as South Africans to reflect on what the 
struggle for freedom was all about. The noble cause we were fighting
for was human rights, equality, dignity and a respectable quality of
life. In the process of trying to achieve these rights, ordinary South
Africans were called upon by their leaders to protest, march and in
some cases, lay down their lives. It was the political leaders who
were at the head of such a movement, but they would have been
powerless to bring about such a change if it was not for the mass
actions of the ordinary rank and file members. 

Having sacrificed so much for the struggle, there was an under-
standable expectation amongst South Africans that their lives 
would improve as a result, and that all the things they fought for
would be realised. Unfortunately, it has been predominantly the 
leaders of the struggle whose lives have improved the most, and
many South Africans still have to endure unacceptably high levels 
of poverty, unemployment and inequality. It is this reality that now
poses one of the biggest challenges for reconciliation in South Africa.

It is these leaders who are now calling on South Africans to 
reconcile and who are making an illegitimate claim that further 

sacrifices need to be made. As leaders we are duty bound to 
state what we fought for and show tangible evidence that we are
progressively realising these goals. Too many South Africans have
been excluded from the fruits of our democracy and we can never
hope to achieve true reconciliation until poverty, unemployment 
and inequality is comprehensively addressed. 

South Africans are patient people and have waited a long time 
for the promises of the struggle to be delivered on. As leaders we
need to show that progress is being made and that the struggle 
for a better life was not in vain. Leaders must also not exacerbate
the situation by leading opulent and elitist lifestyles that fly in the
face of the struggle. A dangerous materialist culture is starting to
take root in South Africa and this is only compounding the problem 
of inequality.

Reconciliation is not simply a word or a singular event. One 
cannot simply wake up in the morning and claim that you are now 
a changed person and have reconciled with change in South Africa.
Reconciliation can only be brought about through the continued
actions of people as we build bridges between the divides in our
country. Too often the word reconciliation is used passively and not 
actively. As South Africans, we also need to find consensus on what 
we mean by reconciliation and have an agreed upon programme of
action to bring it about. 

The process of reconciliation requires all South Africans to play �

BRIDGING THE
INEQUALITY DIVIDE

By Patricia De Lille and Lance Greyling
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Coming from a divided past we are
often confronted by the question – 
are we reconciling with each other? 

It is a question that raises anxiety.  It is 
also a question that we desperately want 
to answer in the affirmative, in order to 
validate the sense of pride and confidence
we feel in our country, as well as to be able
to say to ourselves that indeed we have dealt
with the past. 

The system of apartheid was not simply
a system of racial separation and political
exclusion; it manifested itself in the systemic
exclusion of millions of Black people from the
economic mainstream. It allocated resources,
opportunities and capital on the basis of race
and gave the inside track (and often the only
track) to those who were advantaged. 

And so, when we took our first tentative
steps into our young democracy we did so
mindful of the legacy of inequality that we
had to deal with. 

To ensure that reconciliation is both mean-
ingful and sustainable, it has to deal effectively
with redress and come to terms with the
demands for economic and social justice
legitimately held by millions of South Africans.

If it does not, there is and there remains 
a threat that reconciliation will have shallow
meaning. 

It is this broader notion of reconciliation as
embodying economic and social justice that
has proved difficult. There are many South
Africans who simply cannot understand why
after painfully examining the past we simply

cannot move on into the future. 
If we are to have any success in the future,

we must at the very least acknowledge the
past. This is not to suggest that those who
benefited should feel guilty or be compelled
by a sense of remorse to take remedial action.
It is simply a factual reality that requires to
be dealt with.

If then there is a sincere commitment to
reconciliation, it must extend to dealing with
this aspect of the past.  Affirmative action,
Employment Equity and Black Economic
Empowerment are simply some of the 
interventions that have been made as part 
of the process. 

The transition to democracy exacted a mini-
mal contribution from those who benefited
from apartheid. The lack of bitterness on the
part of those who had been oppressed, the
absence of the concept of retribution from
the national debate were all factors that 
contributed to a relatively peaceful transition. 

It would accordingly not be unreasonable
to ask of South Africans who did benefit to
come to the party. 

We do this by supporting programmes 
and interventions designed to achieve social
justice and at the personal level we do it by
making a personal commitment to contribute
to the creation of a better society. A small
contribution to make to the achievement of a
lasting peace and a democracy we can all be
proud of. 

Jody Kollapen is the Chairperson of the South
African Human Rights Commission.

their part in bridging the divides in their own sphere of influence.
These divides cut across many different areas and include the
inequality divide, the educational divide, the economic divide and the
tragic divide in communities as a result of the stigmatisation of HIV
positive people. Insecurity is opening up another divide in our country
as the fear of crime is preventing South Africans from reaching out 
to each other across communities. It is these divides that need to 
be bridged in our society and it is a goal that we as leaders have
committed ourselves to. 

The responsibility of bridging these divides, however, does not just
rest with leaders, but with every South African. The challenge for all 
of us is to realise that the struggle is not yet over until we can deliver
on the understandable expectations of all our people. As individuals
we need to identify ways in which we can make a difference in 

confronting the challenges of poverty, unemployment and inequality.
Unfortunately we are constantly bombarded by negative images 
from both the media and some politicians, which only reinforces 
the false belief that we are powerless to bring about change. The 
way to confront this negativity is to take your focus off the big picture,
and concentrate on ways in which you can bring about change on a
small level. By every South African contributing to this new struggle
against poverty, unemployment and inequality we will be bringing
about reconciliation in a more profound manner and restoring dignity
to all of our people. 

By Jody Kollapen

A FINAL QUESTION
During 2003 there was a significant
increase in the percentage of people
who report never having cross-racial
contact – 35% of the South Africans
never talk to South Africans during an
average day of the week, whilst 55%
never actively socialise with people of
another race.

South Africans themselves most fre-
quently identify class as the biggest
split the nation faces today.

More than 40% of South Africans
think the South African Parliament
does not treat all people who come
before it – Black, White, Coloured and
Indian – the same.

Sixty percent of South Africans assert
that Parliament can generally be
trusted to make decisions that are
right for the country.

Almost a quarter of South Africans
disregard the rule of law under 
circumstances where it is legislated
and executed by a political party not
of their choice, whilst a third disregard
it on the grounds that it is ineffective.

SOMETHING TO THINK ABOUT

Patricia de Lille is Leader of the Independent Democrats and Lance
Greyling is a Member of Parliament for the Independent Democrats.




