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THE YOUNG AND VOICELESS? 
YOUTH PERCEPTIONS ABOUT
THE RESPONSIVENESS OF 
THEIR LEADERS

few commodities are as precious for the wellbeing of a state as the
belief in its future – and its value appreciates multifold when this
optimism resides in a nation’s youth. 

In a recent response to questions tabled to him in parliament, President
Thabo Mbeki contended that all indications are there that the majority of
young South Africans are positive about their prospects in post-apartheid
South Africa. Elaborating on his reply, he cited the large number of young
South Africans returning from oversees as indicative of a ‘new patriotism’
that has taken root. Many, the president noted, have come to realise that
the pastures are not greener elsewhere.

This edition of the SA Reconciliation Barometer Newsletter looks at the
position of South Africa’s youth (all South Africans between the ages of

14 and 35 as per definition of the National Youth Commission Act of 1996) in present-day
South Africa. How do they view and relate to life in a free, but highly unequal, society that 
has not been spared from the whims of global markets? The contributions to this edition
reflect on their interests and rights, but also reports on the political orientations of young
South Africans and, in particular, their views on national reconciliation.  

In regard to the latter, findings from the most recent round of the SA Reconciliation
Barometer are also reported here. They appear to affirm President Mbeki’s assertion about
South Africans’ confidence in the future of their country. More than two thirds of surveyed
respondents believe that the country is developing in the right direction, and indeed this 
sentiment holds the strongest currency amongst the majority of young South Africans. The
same applies to responses regarding the prospects for the peaceful coexistence of different
racial groups in South Africa. 

These findings are encouraging as they suggest that a critical mass of South Africans, most
of which are younger than 35, are confident about the prospects of their country. Moreover,
it may be pointing towards the existence of a fair degree of common ground and purpose,
which is crucial for the longer-term national reconciliation process. The spillover effects of
such optimism are hardly quantifiable, but nevertheless evident as they can become manifest
in disciplines as divergent as business and the arts.

Positive as these findings may be, this optimistic sentiment is unevenly spread. A racial
breakdown of responses highlights a definite distinction between the shades of green that
young South Africans attribute to local pastures. Each group has its optimists and its 
pessimists. The latter seems to be more concentrated in the affluent sections of our society.
It suggests that not only material reality, but also perception may be playing a critical role 
in the way that these groups view themselves and the position that they hold in relation to
other groups.

ed
ito

ria
l

By Jan Hofmeyr

CONTENTS
2

THE TRANSITION GENERATION:
POLITICAL ORIENTATIONS OF
YOUNG SOUTH AFRICANS

4

DEALING WITH DIFFERENCE:
VIEWS OF SA YOUTH ON 
RACIAL INTERGRATION

6

REVEALING THE PRESENCE 
OF THE PAST: HISTORY 
PROJECT TEACHES LEARNERS
TO CONTEXTUALISE THEIR 
PRESENT DAY STRUGGLES

8

RECONCILIATION AND 
THE CHALLENGES THAT 
IT POSES FOR THE 
SOUTH AFRICAN YOUTH

9

IJR HONOURS A 
CHAMPION OF NATIONAL
RECONCILIATION

11 

NURTURE THE OPTIMISM OF OUR YOUTH



f
ifty two per cent of South Africans between the ages of 15 and
35 have agreed with a statement in the April 2005 round of the
SA Reconciliation Barometer Survey that ‘if public officials are
not interested in what people like me think, there is no way to
make them listen’. An equal percentage of respondents have
indicated that ‘the people who run this country are not really
concerned with what happens to people like me’.

The margins of agreement with both these statements are signifi-
cant. More than half of young South Africans seem to be of the opinion
that those in national leadership positions do not pay enough attention
to their needs, and neither do they feel that their opinions count. 

An interesting feature of responses to these two statements has
been the fact that, compared to the majority of other measurements,
there is vary little variance in the feedback that has been received from
young people from different population groups. Particularly in relation
to the first statement regarding the responsiveness of public officials,
agreement amongst all groups fell within the 50% to 55% range. 

Responses pertaining to the concern of national leaders, with the
exception young Indians, fell within the 50% to 60% range. While the
relatively low level of agreement from white respondents (51%) may
come as somewhat unexpected, it should be noted that this group also
registered the lowest level of disagreement of 25% with this state-
ment. This suggests that almost a quarter of this group is uncertain

about where they stand with the country’s leadership. Their level of 
disagreement of 25% is 9% lower than the 34% of black African
respondents. The results suggest that young Indian respondents were
the most likely to concur with the view that the country’s leadership is
not interested in their plight. Two thirds of this group agreed with the
statement, followed by 59% of coloured respondents. These responses
may offer some insight into the South African youth’s low levels of
engagement, through formal political structures and institutions, 
compared to that of older generations. 

This is not a uniquely South African phenomenon and partially relates
to the nature of issues that are being addressed in electoral campaigns
and the extent to which they appeal to a younger generation of potential
voters. Tax reform would in all likelihood not induce younger non-tax
paying South Africans to become politically engaged. An issue such 
as HIV/AIDS, on the other hand, does significantly impact on this 
generation of young people and consequently their involvement in
awareness campaigns is much more visible. Also not to be overlooked
has been the strong presence of young people during the recent
nationwide protests against the quality of service delivery. Such
instances of socio-political engagement, albeit not through orthodox
party political structures, suggest that many young South Africans 
will not simply submit when confronted with serious challenges to 
their present well-being and future prospects.

‘The people who 
run this country are 
not really concerned
with what happens 
to people like me.’
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t
he conduct of South Africa’s April 2004 general election 
has been an important milestone in the development of this 
young democracy. The absence of political violence and level
of administrative efficiency that accompanied its execution
suggest that this democracy is evolving into a mature political
system, capable of aggregating the needs and demands of the
South African people.  

One of the less encouraging features of the election had been the 
relatively low voter turnout amongst young South Africans. While not a
peculiarly South African phenomenon – most established democracies
are today battling to get their young to the polls – the reluctance of our
youth (all people younger than 35, according to the definition of the
National Youth Commission Act of 1996) to participate in the political
process does pose a challenge for the longer-term consolidation of 
a transformed and reconciled democratic society. A democracy with-
out voters, after all, has no future. This requires that we pay closer 
attention to the political orientations of younger South Africans.

Some prefer to juxtapose the fervent activism of the youth during the
apartheid struggle with the apparent political slumber of young South
Africans today, which leads them to the conclusion that the latter has
become apathetic, or worse, indifferent towards the sacrifices that
bought their freedom. Of course this is not a fair comparison as 
the political context and issues differ vastly from what they were two
decades ago. It inevitably also impacts on the strategies which young
people employ to engage with the issues that are confronting them. 
But how much do we know about their political context?  

The latest round of the South African Reconciliation Barometer
Survey, which was conducted in April 2005, does provide some clues in
regard of young South African perspectives on their present, past and
future. While it points to distinctive youth orientations, it does never-
theless caution against the treatment of this sector of our society as a
homogenous group. 

So, for example, the Barometer results suggest that 80% of South
Africans under the age of 35 support the idea of a united country that
accommodates all different groups that live in it. This is 2% higher 
than the 78% of the 35–50 age group and 10% more than the national
average of 70%. Yet a closer look at this response reveals significant
inter-group differences between the responses of young South
Africans. While black African respondents registered 81% and coloured
respondents 80%, whites and Indians recorded much lower percent-
ages of 66% and 72% respectively. 

Asked about those aspects of life that most divide the country, the
total sample of young South Africans have rated income differences,
HIV/AIDS status, and the division between supporters of political 
parties, in this order, as the three biggest obstacles to national unity.
Also when this sample was broken down into its constitutive population
groups, a majority within each agreed that economic inequality poses

the single biggest obstacle to national reconciliation efforts. This is 
a significant finding as it constitutes a first crucial precondition for
shared future strategies – a shared understanding of the challenges
that the country faces. 

Race does not feature as the most defining feature for a majority of
young people in any of the different population groups, but members 
of minority groups have given it a higher rating than have their black
African peers. While white, coloured and Indian respondents rated it
the second most divisive aspect of our society, black African youth
rated it fourth. 

Key to the eradication of such fault lines is a state with legitimate
institutions that can mediate and ultimately resolve such differences.
Broad agreement amongst all citizens about their reach and authority
is essential for political stability, but also to entrench the notion of a
just state that treats everyone the same, irrespective of their back-

By Jan Hofmeyr
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ground or convictions. The creation of such a democratic institutional
culture is a long-term process, which makes consensus about its 
purpose and powers, especially amongst young people, such a valuable
commodity.   

The Reconciliation Barometer has been tracking public trust in 
parliament, probably the most visible of these institutions, over the
past three years. An age group comparison shows that young South
Africans display the strongest levels of trust in this institution – 73%
indicated that parliament can usually be trusted to make decisions that
are right for the country as a whole, compared to the 69% of the 35–50
category and the 65% of those in the 50 plus group. Again, there is a
telling difference in opinion between young people themselves in this
regard. The 79% of black Africans who agreed with the statement

stands, for example, in stark contrast to the mere 31% of white respon-
dents who felt that parliament’s decisions can be trusted most of the
time. The Indian and coloured responses of 58% and 54% respectively
fall almost midway between these two extremes.

Despite the youth’s high levels of confidence in the institution of 
parliament, this support appears to be conditional – 40% believe that
parliament should be done away with if it starts to make too many 
decisions that most people disagree with. A further 22% were undecided
about this issue. This sentiment is strongest amongst young black
African respondents with 43%, while young Indians with 21% showed
the weakest support for the statement. 

Another institution that stands central in the development of a demo-
cratic and united nation is the judiciary. In a constitutional state such
as ours, the rule of law is supreme and it is the task of the judiciary to
adjudicate on the merits of its application. It is, therefore, crucial that

all South Africans respect it as an impartial and fair source of justice.
Within our present context this legitimacy should be derived from a
transformed judicial system that is representative, responsive and
beyond reproach in their interpretation of the laws of the country. In
the absence of such broad-based legitimacy, the rulings of our courts
may fan, rather than resolve, social conflict along class and racial lines.
In recent months this issue was again placed on the table by proposed
amendments to the judicial system, as well as comments that related
to the alleged impartiality of certain judges in high-profile cases. 

The April 2005 round of the survey prompted respondents for the 
first time about their commitment to the judicial process. Respondents
were asked to indicate their level of agreement with the statement that
‘South African courts can generally be trusted to make judgments that
are fair towards all South Africans’. Agreement with this statement
amongst the youth virtually mirrors that of the overall national response
of 63%. While more than half of young Indians (60%) and black Africans
(67%) concurred with this view, support for this notion amongst their
coloured (48%) and white (44%) peers was considerably weaker.

Contrary to assertions about the perceived historical dislocation of
this group, the survey found that young South Africans do display a
strong sense of the context within which the democratic state was
negotiated. Results show that 77% agree that the state committed
atrocities against oppressed South Africans and 87% concur with the
view that apartheid was a crime against humanity. This is almost exactly
the same as the national response of 77% and 86% for the respective
questions. Moreover, this group apparently draws a strong link between
the past and present. For example, 85% of respondents in this category
agreed with the statement that South Africa’s glaring income differ-
ences today can largely be traced back to the education inequalities 
of the past. 

What are their perceptions of a future South Africa? The Barometer
Survey prompted its respondents in April 2005 for the first time to 
indicate whether they feel the country is generally moving in the right
direction or not. Of the overall national sample, 68% responded that
they believe that it is on the right track. The corresponding figure for
the respondent group younger than 35 was 3% higher at 71%. 

Asked more specifically about their views on the relations between
different country’s different population groups, 86% responded that
they were confident about a happy future for all groups in South Africa.
This is a significant 10% increase from the 76% recorded in the first
Barometer survey two years ago. Here, once again, the distinction
between responses of respondents from different population groups
became apparent on both counts – 75% of young black Africans believed
that the country is moving in the right direction, and so did 62% of
young coloured people. For whites and Indians these figures were
much lower at 42% and 52% respectively. Encouragingly though, as is
the case with the national response, all of these figures represented
marked increases between the first and fifth rounds of the survey. 

Despite the group-related undertones of some responses relating to
their socio-political orientations, it does appear as if the South African
youth may be moving closer towards each other in terms of the 
way they perceive their personal, but also common, prospects in this
country. Although far from satisfactory, these findings, therefore, 
may bode well for the longer-term normalisation of our nation. 
Jan Hofmeyr is project coordinator of the SA Reconciliation Barometer Project.
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W
hile integration in educational institutions and the work-
place may be on the increase, the majority of young
South Africans still struggle to understand their peers
from other population groups. This is suggested by the
findings of the latest round of the SA Reconciliation

Barometer Survey, which was conducted nationwide during April 2005. 
According to the survey, 62% of respondents between the ages of 

16 and 34 find it difficult to understand the customs and ways of 
people from groups other than their own. A further 42% said that 
they are not likely to trust somebody from a different population group.
Asked about the desired frequency of contact between themselves 
and other groups, 10% said that they would want less contact, while
6% even preferred not to have any contact at all.

Against the background of low levels of general social interaction
amongst South Africans, a topic that has been covered extensively in
previous editions of the SA Reconciliation Barometer Newsletter, these
figures should probably not come as a surprise. Residential settlement
patterns, economic inequality, and the inherited social infrastructure of
the apartheid era all continue to hamper accelerated group interaction
in present-day South Africa. The findings of successive rounds of the 
SA Reconciliation Barometer Survey have borne this out, together with
the fact that this reality has not evaded the opinions and perceptions
of young South Africans in the democracy that the country is today.   

A mixed picture emerges from the survey data. While it may still 
be too early in the life of the South African Reconciliation Barometer
project to discern particular trends in youth responses towards 
integration, the data at hand does provide us with important initial 
indicators of the opinions and sentiments of a sector of society that
represent the future of this country. 

On the positive side, a comparison between the first measurement in
April 2003 and the most recent measurement in April this year points
to a 3% increase in the number of young respondents who would like
to increase the frequency of interaction with people from population
groups other than their own. Significant also is the fact that the 
percentage of those wanting less contact has decreased significantly
from 17% in 2003 to 10% in 2005. This suggests an increasing aware-
ness for the need for increased social contact. 

A more unsettling aspect of the April 2005 round of the survey is 
the 3% increase in the number of young respondents who stated that
they find it hard to understand the customs and ways of people from
different population groups. Our data suggests a fairly strong corre-
lation between knowledge about other groups, on the one hand, and
inter-group trust, on the other. This is critical for understanding another
unfortunate finding, namely the 5% increase (from 38% to 43%) in 
the number of young people who stated that they find other groups
untrustworthy. It appears as if the growth in one has contributed to
reinforce growth in another. Despite an increasing desire for inter-

DEALING WITH 
DIFFERENCE:

Views of SA YOUTH
on racial intergration

By Jan Hofmeyr 



PAGE 7Institute for Justice and Reconciliation

group interaction, it therefore looks as if the gap in inter-group trust
may be widening. 

As is the case with the general national response, there is also a 
distinctive racial character to responses in certain of the above-
mentioned measurements amongst young South Africans. Just less
than 20% of young whites prefer to increase contact with other groups,
compared to 40% of black Africans, 54% of Indians, and 55% of
coloured respondents. 

In matters that relate more specifically to social integration, young
white respondents also tend to show the lowest levels of receptive-
ness and are usually followed by their black African peers in this
regard. Coloured and Indian respondents, on the other hand, tend to
show more openness to interact across group boundaries. The most
recent round of the survey indicated, for example, that 60% of white
respondents in this category approved of the idea of neighbourhoods
where more than half of the inhabitants are from another group than
themselves. The corresponding figures for black Africans, coloureds,
and Indians were 63%, 74%, and 91% respectively. Also, on the 
issue of inter-racial marriages, young white respondents, with a 26%
approval rating, were the least likely to endorse the marriage of a
close relative with somebody from a different population group. For
black Africans the corresponding percentage was 59%, for coloureds
69%, and for Indian respondents 73%.    

Although far from ideal, two encouraging features should be high-
lighted about responses to these two social distance statements relating
to shared neighborhoods and mixed marriages. The first is a definite
generational difference that exists between the feedback of respon-
dents from the different age categories. In each instance, with the

exception of coloured responses, those younger than 35 showed the
highest level of consent for both forms of integration in their respec-
tive population groups. Some of these differences are significant.
Amongst black African respondents younger than 35 the agreement
level for the principle of mixed neighborhoods is 16% higher than that
of black Africans aged 50 years and older. For whites the corresponding
difference is 15%. Amongst young Indians, approval for the idea of
mixed marriages is 23% higher than that of the 50 plus generation.  

A second aspect that should be mentioned is the noteworthy increase
in the level of approval for both these statements between the first and
most recent rounds of the survey. Approval for shared neighborhoods
and mixed marriages have increased for young respondents from all
four major population groups between the first survey in 2003 and the
most recent survey of this year. Most significant is the increases that
were registered amongst white respondents amongst whom approval
for shared neighbourhoods has increased by 23%, while support for
mixed marriages has doubled. 

An important yardstick for progress towards a non-racial society 
will be the extent to which this gap between racial responses has 
been narrowed amongst young South Africans within the next decade
of democracy. As the data points out, progress in some instances 
has been remarkable and in terms of others incremental at best.
Importantly though, it appears as if South Africa is making headway in
normalising social relations between its different population groups.
This process should be nurtured through continuous efforts to 
promote the notions of human rights and social justice amongst future 
generations. 
Jan Hofmeyr is project coordinator of the SA Reconciliation Barometer Project.

WHITE:
1. Between poor, middle income, and wealthy South Africans (36%)
2. Between black, white, coloured, and Indian South Africans (23%)
3. Between those that live with HIV/AIDS and the rest of 

the community (21%)

BLACK:
1. Between poor, middle income, and wealthy South Africans (29%)
2. Between those that live with HIV/AIDS and the rest of the 

community (25%)
3. Between supporters of different political parties (19%)

COLOURED:
1. Between poor, middle income, and wealthy South Africans (37%)
2. Between black, white, coloured, and Indian South Africans (21%)
3. Between those that live with HIV/AIDS and the rest of the 

community (16%)

INDIAN:
1. Between poor, middle income, and wealthy South Africans (25%)
2. Between black, white, coloured, and Indian South Africans (23%)
3. Between supporters of different political parties (24%)

LINES OF DIVISION AMONGST YOUNG SOUTH AFRICANS (16–34)
Question: What, in your experience, is the biggest division in South Africa today?
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d
espite the old adage that the youth is our future, many in
our society today seem to have an ambivalent view of young
South Africans. Much has been written over the past decade
about their apparent apathy, lack of social conscience and
unwillingness to engage with national issues. Although
largely misplaced, these perceptions have in recent years

contributed to a degree of historical dislocation, and in some instances,
alienation from older generations of South Africans. 

Inter-generational tension is as old as humanity. The challenge is to
manage it creatively in order to sustain the positive trademarks of a

society, without inhibiting innovation that is needed to keep apace in an
ever changing world. 

This requires that different generations engage one another consis-
tently. It further demands that older generations address the ignorance
that exists about the pressures and immense challenges of young
South Africans. Conversely, it also requires that young South Africans
remain conscious and appreciative of the history of struggle that
bought our freedom. 

For this reason the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation has in
recent years placed specific emphasis on the development of training
materials and educational programmes that address the need for an
increased historical awareness amongst young South Africans. One
such initiative that specifically deals with the transfer of knowledge
between generations has been the Schools Oral History Project. Now
in its second year, the project, which is being implemented in conjunction
with the Western Cape Education Department in selected high schools
in the province, aims to ensure that the country’s rich, but painful history
remains alive in the consciousness of the South African youth. 

The project imparts oral history and documentation skills to Grade 11
history learners of different backgrounds by means of intensive short
courses during the March school holidays. On completion, this training
is put into practice when learners go out to interview South Africans
that have borne the brunt of apartheid era policies. The accounts 
are being documented by the learners themselves. The project, which 

REVEALING THE

PRESENCE OF THE

PAST:
History project 
teaches learners to contextualise
their present day struggles

By Cecyl Esau
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d
efining the basis for reconciliation in the South African 
context is always difficult. This can be attributed to the
myriad of intertwined factors that have all contributed to 
the divisions that we experience in our society today. This has
also been the unfortunate inheritance of our youth. 

The major cause of disunity amongst South Africans has its roots 
in apartheid segregation. This system perpetuated racial divisions
amongst South Africans by means of divisive policies on social, polit-
ical and economic development. This led to the development of social
classes whose separation was reinforced by racial discrimination. 

Accordingly, it can be contended that reconciliation amongst South
African youth essentially requires a harmonisation of class interests.
While racial discrimination could be removed in the wake of South
Africa’s democratic transition, class inequality and its broader impact
– particularly on relations between young South Africans – lingers on.
Achieving reconciliation amongst the youth of South Africa will there-
fore require more than merely putting young South Africans from 
different population groups in one room and getting them to talk to
each other. On completion of such an exercise, many would have 
to return to the impoverished social enviroments which the previous
political dispensation condemned them to. 

The South African government created the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission (TRC) to deal with the issues of justice and reconciliation
in post-apartheid South Africa. It is, however, widely acknowledged
today that the TRC could not heal or deal with all the wounds of the

By Jabu Mbalula

Cecyl Esau is a researcher in the Oral History Project of the Institute for
Justice and Reconciliation

RECONCILIATION
AND THE 
CHALLENGES

THAT IT POSES FOR THE 
SOUTH AFRICAN

YOUTH

follows a thematic approach, saw participant learners dealing with
the impact of Pass Laws in the Western Cape in 2004, while the 
current group researches the impact of the Group Areas Act by means
of a case study that reflect on forced removals in one of Cape Town’s
most affluent suburbs, Constantia. 

For many of the participants this has been a profound emotional,
and in some instances, life changing experience. The feedback that
has been received from learners suggests that the project has gone
beyond mere historical overview, toward as greater understanding of
injustice and the very harsh human impact that apartheid has had on
ordinary individuals. Interviewing its victims has made the injustice 
of the past real in the present to many of these learners.

Qaasim (17) writes that ‘after the project I did further research and
found out that my great grandfather used to live in Constantia and
that I didn’t even know that. Some people say that it was apartheid
years and that we should look forward and forget about it. But how
can you forget about something like that.’ Ghulshaan was moved 
‘by hearing the old stories and seeing the actual thing, made me realise
that things aren’t always better left in the past. Even if the past is
shameful, you must come to terms with it in order for us to move 
forward.’ ‘Apartheid’, Inga writes, ‘not only affected people physically,
millions were affected emotionally and are still hurting long after we
got our freedom.’ 

While this project aims to educate a younger generation about its
history, comments such as the above, which have emerged in its
course, also force older generations to reassess their – often pre-
judicial – views of young South Africans. Given the opportunity to
interact meaningfully with their history, participant learners have
shown enthusiasm and exceptional skill in the contextualisation of
past struggles into our present-day reality, and in particular, those
that most afflict them. Their participation hardly resembles a genera-
tion of disinterested citizens that are oblivious of the sacrifice that it
took for them to live in a free society. 

This rather suggests that careful stock should be taken of the way in
which the country’s history is communicated to South African learners.
Does the fault not possibly lie with older generations that are 
incapable of making it a constructive part of our evolution into a new
non-racial society? Too many within older generations hold the 
simplistic view that that historical awareness would be the panacea
for the problems of a ‘wayward youth’. This is manifested in the
notion held by many that ‘if they only knew the sacrifices that were
made for them, they would act more responsibly’. Instead of it being
a building block on which future generations can shape their present,
this approach can give birth to a much resented prescriptive tool 
for older generations who, intentionally or unintentionally, attempt 
to shape society in their image. This is a recipe for stagnation.

Experiential approaches, such as the Schools Oral History Project,
tries to counter this approach to the social utility of historical aware-
ness. The project has shown that less teaching and moralising, and
more personal exposure, which allows young people to find truth
themselves, can become a constructive tool in shaping citizens that
can make a meaningful contribution to their society.



country’s painful past. The government also had to establish a wide array
of statutory and constitutional institutions in order to deal with broader,
sectoral social justice, without which reconciliation would be impossible.
One such creation was the National Youth Commission (NYC), which was
established on Youth Day in 1996.

The NYC was established as part of the government’s plan to develop a 
comprehensive strategy to address the challenges facing young women
and men in South Africa. This strategy also situates the youth as critical
role-players in the Reconstruction and Development Plan (RDP) of the
country. In essence, the NYC’s primary function is to promote development
amongst young South Africans. Through its endeavours, the Commission
is striving to redress the imbalances of the past by promoting reconcilia-
tion amongst young people. 

It therefore goes to great lengths to include youth across the racial
spectrum in its activities. Such activities include youth cells, youth festivals
and events surrounding the celebration of Youth Day on 16th June.
Regrettably, while these occasions are well-attended by black African
youth, it has been a challenge to attract a broader spectrum of young
South Africans of all races.

Particularly in relation to the creation of a more equitable socio-
economic environment, the NYC’s most significant endeavour has been

the key role that it has played in the approval of the National Youth Service
and National Youth Development Policy Framework.  A pivotal objective of
the National Youth Service programme is to inculcate a culture of national
service, while at the same time promoting skills training that would 
make young South Africans more competitive in the labour market. 
The increased access to the economy that the programme offers young
people will contribute to greater integration in the work place, which 
will lead to higher levels of interaction and ultimately increased prospects
for national reconciliation. The National Youth Development Policy Frame-
work proposes several interventions which we believe can help heal and
develop the youth, who were grossly divided by apartheid policies of the
previous regime.    

The state of South Africa’s youth reflects the future of the country. If 
reconciliation amongst this very important sector of our society fails, the
future prospects of our nation as a whole will be affected. The National
Youth Commission remains very conscious of this fact and will vigilantly
continue to monitor the status of the youth and work with different 
stakeholders to ensure equal development for all of the country’s
young people. 

Jabu Mbalula is the Chairperson of the South African National Youth Commission
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ZG: You have been awarded the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation’s
annual Reconciliation Award. What does the concept of reconciliation
mean in present day South Africa? 

MB: There are two main aspects to reconciliation in South Africa. The
first is the question of what we do about the inequalities and abuses of
the past. What and how much can be done to make up for this? In some
ways there is nothing we can do. We cannot bring back the dead or
compensate an old person for a disadvantaged education. I think this
means that we as a country have to work harder to make things better
for people and to even out the imbalances.

In terms of the future, reconciliation means that a new generation of
young people must learn to live together as equal South Africans.  We
need to do more to bring young people together to understand each other. 

ZG: This edition of the SA Reconciliation Barometer Newsletter deals
with the role of the youth in national reconciliation. You came from
Argentina to South Africa at a young age and became involved in 
the struggle against apartheid. What inspired you as a young white 
foreigner at that time to do so?

MB: When I came here I knew very little about the internal situation of
the country. I knew that there were great divisions and inequalities in
South Africa, but I did not know anything about South African history
and politics. I could not feel comfortable about living in a situation
where there was obviously so much injustice. I joined the Black
Sash in the early sixties mainly to learn more about the situation in 
the country.

ZG: What are your views on young South Africans today? Some people
say the youth have no social conscience, lack activist spirit and are
politically apathetic. Is there some degree of truth in this statement?

MB: I think what we are seeing now is very understandable. After so
many generations of repression and lack of opportunities, there is a
great urgency to succeed in life, especially amongst students that are
not white, in order to show their parents that they can have good 
jobs and a great future too. This is also part of undoing the past. I think
that this is quite legitimate. Parents also have expectations that their
children will do well and will provide for them in their old age. 

I do, however, think that when issues arise that affect them, young
people will get involved. We are seeing this to some extent in current
protests across the country against the lack of housing and service
delivery. 

ZG: In 1995 you were appointed as a Commissioner of the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission. What is your sense of the impact that 
the TRC has made on South Africans in general, but more specifically
on the youth?   

MB: The TRC provided an opportunity for people to think about 
what had happened to them. It exposed the repressive nature of the
apartheid regime, which was a big step forward, because it provided 
a shared understanding of our past. Without this, we could not start
from the same point to build our future.   

We now have to find ways to make the transition from having exposed
it to internalising it in our daily lives. 

ZG: It has often been said that reconciliation cannot take place with-
out justice. Do you think that enough has been done to conscientise
young South Africans about our background of injustice in order for
them to understand the challenges that justice in the future would
demand?

MB: No, I don’t. I think one of the problems is that we have not found
a way as a country to deal with the people who either did not seek
amnesty or those who were refused amnesty.

ZG: What do you want young South Africans to understand when 
they think of the concept of ‘social justice’ in South Africa today? 

MB: Young people have a responsibility to make sure that they use
their vote and exercise their democratic right to get a government
which will work for social justice and narrow the gap between rich
and poor. However, they (and we all) should not only look to the 
government; those of us who have the skills and ability have the 
duty to work towards the creation of a truly united nation.

The Institute for Justice and Reconciliation’s annual
Reconciliation Award has recently been awarded 
to well-known activist, Mary Burton. Zandile 
Gubeni spoke to her about the state of national 
reconciliation and its impact on young South Africans

IJR Honours a Champion 
of National Reconciliation

Mary Burton with Archbishop Emiritus Desmond Tutu 
at the Reconciliation Award Ceremony.
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THE SA RECONCILIATION BAROMETER 
TRACKING SOCIO-POLITICAL TRENDS 
The SA Reconciliation Barometer project of the Institute for Justice
and Reconciliation is a longitudinal study that monitors the reconciliation
process. Through regular audits of actual social, political and economic
transformation; bi-annual national surveys and ongoing anecdotal analysis
of socio-political trends, the Barometer seeks to find some answers to
the question of how the country’s reconciliation process is going.

For further information contact the Institute: 
Tel: +27 21 659 7128 or E-mail: info@ijr.org.za
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The Institute for Justice and Reconciliation, in 
collaboration with the Faculty of Humanities of the 

University of Cape Town (UCT), invites you to a 
symposium with the theme:

LIVING TOGETHER NOW: 
OPPORTUNITIES AND OBSTACLES FACING SOUTH AFRICA

A dialogue with Tokyo Sexwale and FW de Klerk

The symposium brings together two of South Africa’s 
leading public figures to debate ways of living together 

in present-day South Africa.  

DATE:
24 October 2005 between 17h30 – 19h00 

VENUE:
The Atrium, Kramer Building, University of Cape Town

Please RSVP by Friday, 14 October to Vuyo Gola
Tel: 021 659 7128  | Fax: 021 659 7138

Email: vgola@ijr.org.za

INVITATION

CONFLICT AND GOVERNANCE*
Edited by Susan Brown

Economic justice is now at the top of the South African 
transformation agenda. How to go about realising it effectively,
and spreading benefits to the majority, is the key national
debate of today. From government to private sector, policy-
makers to private citizens, transformation is now a pivotal issue.

Economic Transformation Audit 2005 – Conflict and
Governance is the second in a new series of transformation
audits published by the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation.
The series interrogates the manner in which South Africa’s
economy is transforming the country’s political and social 
landscape. It scrutinises the data for directions of development
and pointers for future policy.

Issues spotlighted are:

• The changing shape of the economy

• Shifts in employment, with a case study of the Western 
Cape garment industry

• Education policy effectiveness

• Poverty, conflict and governance 
at work in three municipalities

The Transformation Audit is an essential
tool for business people, professionals
and investors; social analysts and 
policy-makers; friends and observers 
of South Africa worldwide.

*Available in bookshops countrywide

THE THEATRE OF VIOLENCE
Edited by Don Foster, Paul Haupt and Marésa de Beer

This profound and deeply compassionate study aims
to reach into the complexities of political violence and
to expand our understanding of the patterns of 
conflict that almost drew South Africans into a vortex
of total disintegration during the apartheid era.

While many accounts have focused on the victims of state repression, 
this unique volume documents the often contradictory and confusing stories 
of those who acknowledge having committed some dreadful deeds.
Individuals on various sides of the apartheid divide, from state security
structures to the ANC, PAC and grassroots activists, tell their own stories.

The authors also offer the first critical examination of the TRC’s amnesty
process, show how media representations of perpetrators inform public
perceptions, and scrutinise international scholarly reflection on the issue of
political violence.

Suggestive and intriguing, The Theatre of Violence attempts to address a
range of questions that are often not considered, and perhaps cannot be
considered, in a dispassionate way.

No one interested in understanding political violence can afford to ignore this book.
Professor André du Toit, Political Philosopher

The Theatre of Violence is, without doubt, one of the most important accounts of political 
violence in South Africa to be published in recent years, and is a major contribution to the
psychological literature on the subject.

Professor Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela, 
award-winning author of A Human Being Died That Night


