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President Jacob Zuma and his new administration could not have 
assumed office at a more challenging time. As the impact of the 
recession deepens, many South Africans are struggling to make 

ends meet; others are fighting for survival. The trail of destruction left 
on our streets by violent protest action in recent months tells a tale that 
clinical GDP and unemployment figures otherwise fail to articulate.

While there is no justification for the damage to public property that 
has occurred during this period, we cannot look past the fact that these 
heightened levels of violence coincide with surging levels of material 
insecurity. Anxiety and insecurity are running high and the prognosis for 
a rapid improvement in economic conditions remains gloomy.

During the first half of the year an estimated 475 000 workers lost 
their jobs. No doubt, the livelihoods of countless more will be affected 
by this loss of household income. But the starker and more profoundly 
depressing news contained in the most recent Labour Force Survey is 
that the number of discouraged job seekers – those who have given 
up searching for employment altogether – grew from 312 000 to  
1.52 million between the first and second quarters of 2009. This provides 
compelling evidence that not only has the economic downturn dented 

manufacturing, sales and exports, but that public morale has taken a serious knock. 
The downward trajectory of our national mood must be arrested. As the militancy 

of the strikes and protests has suggested, discouragement has for many turned into 
despondency, not only in response to material hardship, but also to the inadequacy of 
the state’s official response. The perpetrators of these lawless acts may indeed feel 
they really do have nothing to lose.   

Because this crisis originated outside our borders, there is very little that either fiscal 
or monetary policy tools can do to deal with its root causes. Various rescue packages 
have been announced in recent months, but rather than pushing back the frontiers 
of poverty, they will primarily be aimed at minimising the fallout of the crisis. These 
initiatives also need to be backed up with courageous leadership, commitment to the 
strengthening of a people-centred state, as well as, crucially, demonstrative solidarity 
with those most severely affected by the economic downturn.

William Gumede and Kate Lefko-Everett both touch on these issues in their respective 
contributions to this issue of the SA Reconciliation Barometer. Gumede reflects on the 
challenges that the African National Congress faces in their ongoing transformation 
from liberation movement to modern governing party. He suggests that not undergoing 
this transformation could seriously hamper state development if ownership of the 
social capital related to the liberation legacy takes precedence over national interest 
– as the recent multi-million ministerial vehicle saga seems to suggest. 

Using recent data from the SA Reconciliation Barometer Survey, Lefko-Everett shows 
the degree to which many South Africans have indeed lost confidence in the country’s 
democratic institutions and their capacity to deliver on governance promises. She 
argues that commitments expressed by the Zuma administration need to be matched 
with clear action if faith in these institutions is to be restored. 

Arguably, this lack of confidence has wider implications. An under-reported feature of 
this year’s general elections was that more South Africans have abstained from voting 
than those that made their cross next to the name of the ruling party. This suggests 
disillusionment with a democracy that may not be living up to its promises. In her article, 
Collette Schulz-Herzenberg looks at the voting behaviour of the South African electorate 
in recent years. She notes that while most parties have shed partisan support, many 
voters have not then chosen to realign themselves with opposing parties.

Two other contributions provide deeper insight into the practical complexities of 
facilitating reconciliation. Khaya Dlanga looks at the sensitivities (and insensitivities) 
in national symbolism, and the dual challenge of preserving individual identity while 
developing new national symbols for democratic South Africa. Valdi van Reenen-Le 
Roux, in turn, reflects on key challenges that the IJR’s Reconciliation and Reconstruction 
Programme has encountered in promoting a national reconciliation discourse – a task 
that becomes even more challenging in the context of the increased material deprivation 
many South Africans are experiencing at this moment.

Together this collection of articles tries to seek a better understanding of where 
we find ourselves at present as a nation, but also in which direction we should be 
heading. Although this may be our ‘winter of discontent’, we need to look beyond these 
current difficulties, and it is our hope that this issue will make a contribution towards 
so doing. 
Jan Hofmeyr
Programme Manager – Political Analysis
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SEMINAR ON THE ROLE OF THE ICC 

South Africa’s controversial decision to support an 
African Union resolution made national and international 
headlines. The resolution called on member states 
to refrain from executing an International Criminal  
Court (ICC) warrant for the arrest of Sudanese 
President Omar al-Bashir should he enter their 
national territories. The country is a signatory 
to the Rome Statute, which obliges it to comply 
with warrants of such a nature. Moreover, the 
directives of the Statute have been incorporated 
into South African law and a refusal to abide by 
them represents a contravention of the country’s 
Constitution. As a result, several high-profile South 
Africans and leading civil society organisations have petitioned the 
South African government to abide by its international obligations and 
thereby demonstrate its commitment to the rule of law. Others have 

taken the stance that while compliance to 
international treaties is not negotiable, it is 
also pivotal that the procedural content of 
their implementation should be adhered to. 
The latter group of organisations, which did 
not sign the petition, felt that this could not 
have been said about the AU’s application 
for a deferral of the prosecution, and could 
ultimately set parties involved in peace-
making efforts in Sudan on a collision 
course. On 31 July the Institute organised a 
seminar – facilitated by IJR board member 
and UN Special Rapporteur on Enforced 

or Involuntary Disappearances, Professor Jeremy Sarkin – which dealt 
with the profound questions this disagreement raises, as well as with the 
broader role of the ICC in facilitating international justice.

IJR News
AFRICAN IDENTITIES WORKSHOP

The Institute is currently mediating a series of youth 
dialogue sessions that explore young people’s understanding 
of memory and identity, not only in South Africa but across 
the African continent. Youth participants were drawn from 
diverse communities to ensure a wide range of views. These 
sessions required that participants unpack their views 
on movement and belonging, and in the process strong 
emphasis was placed on identity formation and its relevance to building 
inclusive societies. The Institute ensured that these conversations took 
place in a non-threatening and non-intimidating environment to ensure 
that young people shared their stories regardless of how contentious 
they may be. From these sessions the project, now in its second phase, 

has assisted the youth to tell their stories through workshops on film 
production. Most recently a series of workshops was conducted with a 
range of participants from the Northern Cape, Western Cape, KwaZulu-
Natal, and Gauteng, as well as from Rwanda, Malawi, Cameroon, 
Nigeria and Zimbabwe. 

BOOK LAUNCH: ERIK DOXTADER

IJR Senior Research Fellow and Professor of Rhetoric 
at the University of South Carolina, Erik Doxtader, 
recently launched his latest book, With Faith in the 
Works of Words: The Beginnings of Reconciliation in 
South Africa, 1985–1995, in Cape Town. The book 
challenges many common assumptions about the 
discourse and dynamics of reconciliation in South 
Africa, and is the first to look behind the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) and examine 
reconciliation’s larger and fundamental role in the 
transition from apartheid to non-racial democracy. 
Based on documents that have received little public 
attention – including controversial texts from the 

religious community and fascinating transcripts from 
South Africa’s constitutional negotiations – the book 
reveals how reconciliation was used to energise 
the struggle against apartheid and the ways in 
which it underwrote the negotiated revolution, 
including the development of a constitution whose 
very promise was pegged to the willingness of 
South Africans to pursue the work of ‘reconciliation 
and reconstruction’. An important history of 
reconciliation’s rhetorical power, it shows how 
reconciliation shaped the process of South African 
nation-building long before the TRC took to the stage 
and captured the world’s imagination.
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The current stand-off between the International Criminal Court 
(ICC) and the African Union (AU), precipitated by the indictment of 
Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir on charges of war crimes and 

crimes against humanity in Darfur, illustrates how different ideas about 
the rule of law can lead to serious tension and mutual recriminations of 
impunity, injustice or hypocrisy – despite the fact that all seem to agree 
on the need for post-conflict justice.

Promoting transitional justice is however immensely complex, as 
illustrated by the ICC and the AU’s dramatic clash. The international 
community now recognises that the ‘rule of law’ in both its formal and 
substantive senses needs to be pursued as an outcome of peace. In 
the formal sense, the rule of law is understood as the consistent and 
context-sensitive application of laws. In its substantive sense, the rule 
of law is seen as the adherence to international human-rights norms and 
standards.

Recently the AU circulated a draft decision in which it, firstly, noted 
‘with grave concern’ the unfortunate consequences that the Bashir 
indictment has had ‘on the delicate peace processes underway in The 
Sudan’ and, secondly, announced its decision not to cooperate with 
the ICC in respect of ‘the arrest and surrender of African indicted 
personalities’. The statement furthermore expressed ‘deep regret’ that 
the United Nations ignored the AU’s previous demand to postpone the 
arrest warrant against al-Bashir. 

At the same time, the draft resolution calls on member states to 

improve cooperation and capacity-building on the ‘drafting and scrutiny 
of model legislation dealing with serious crime of international concern, 
training members of police and the judiciary, and the strengthening of 
cooperation amongst judicial and investigative agencies’.

This decision appears to place the 30 AU member states that are 
signatories to the Rome Statute, including South Africa, in a difficult 
position by forcing them to choose between international legal 
obligations and continental solidarity. The reality is that for most African 
states continental solidarity and regional interest will probably continue 
to trump international obligations, even though one would hope for a 
different approach. 

Possible AU compliance with the ICC is further being eroded by the 
perception that the ICC had failed to take seriously the AU’s request to 
defer the Bashir case, and to ensure that its actions did not fly in the 
face of the AU’s peace efforts in Darfur. Thus, the ICC exposed itself to 
accusations of pursuing its own agenda irrespective of the consequences 
and concerns articulated by the AU.

Predictably, international lobby groups have condemned the AU 
position. They are suggesting that the body is not serious about upholding 
the highest international human-rights norms and standards. 

The AU has amongst its members some of the world’s more expedient 
and compromised political leaders, including al-Bashir, and their decision 
contains more than a little political expediency. However, to define the 
AU’s decision to refuse to work with the ICC as a wholesale choice for 
impunity is too extreme. Indeed, the AU has categorically stated that it is 
against impunity. At the very least, the international response needs to 
take seriously the AU’s counter-argument. 

Whereas human-rights groups accuse the AU of not living up to the 
rule of law in the substantive sense, the AU’s counter claim is that the 
ICC is not applying the rule of law in the formal sense. It believes the ICC 
is not exercising its mandate consistently or with the necessary political 
discretion provided for in Article 15 of the Rome Statute.

The reality is that for most  
African states continental solidarity  
and regional interest will  
probably continue to trump  
international obligations... 

NOTE FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

No black and white answers  
in the stand-off between  
the AU and the ICC
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It seems that unless the ICC institutes a whole range of 
investigations, not only against the heads of poor African states, but 
also in more powerful nations elsewhere where human rights are 
consistently flouted, and unless it finds ways to synergise its work 
with regional initiatives and national jurisdictions, it will continue 
to lack the public credibility in Africa it needs in order to operate 
effectively.

At the heart of the debate is the political question of how to manage 
post-conflict transitional justice. Africa, perhaps more than any other 
region, stands to benefit from international institutions of justice, but 
justice has to be consistently applied globally, and with the requisite 
political discretion. The debate about how these institutions should look 
and what their mandate must be has only just begun. Evidently, it is a 

debate too important to rush. According to analysts, one suggestion on 
the table is to consider reopening the Rome discussions, not only to 
get the US on board, but also to address ongoing African concerns with 
how indictments impact upon peace processes. 

While we continue to work towards credible international institutions 
that can provide justice to victims in societies where the state itself is 
unwilling or unable to do so, the international community would do well to 
invest more vigorously in assisting post-conflict societies themselves to 
develop the capacity to pursue their own forms of in-country transitional 
justice.

Dr Du Toit is Executive Director of the Institute for Justice and 
Reconciliation.
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The social capital of liberation movements 
is finite and should therefore be spent 
wisely, writes WILLIAM GUMEDE. 

The inability to transform from resistance movements into effective 
governing parties lies at the heart of the government failures 
of many African independence and liberation movements. Such 

movements, of which the African National Congress is a case in point, 
come to power with an extraordinary amount of legitimacy, given their 
history of opposing colonial governments or white minority regimes. This 
‘struggle legitimacy’ gives them a much stronger political, economic 
and moral mandate than most governments in most other developing 
countries (except maybe some countries in East Asia that have also 
emerged from colonial domination). Their social capital gives them the 
ability to mobilise societies behind their programmes for long periods, 
without serious challenges to their legitimacy. However, if such power 
goes unchecked, it also means that they can get away with service-
delivery failure, autocratic behaviour and wrongdoing in the name of 
advancing the liberation or independence project. 

Members, supporters and voters are extraordinarily lenient to these 
movements and they, in turn, have extraordinary power to bestow 
legitimacy on individuals, institutions and behaviour. Conversely, 
their struggle credentials also allow them to delegitimise individuals, 
institutions or behaviour which they disapprove of. In power, they 
have an additional legitimising tool: the new state and its apparatus. 
Combined, if used for the widest possible national, public good and 
democratic interest, this legitimacy should arguable be a powerful tool 
for African independence and liberation movements turned governments 
to transform their societies for the better. Yet, most such movements 
have, once in power, squandered this opportunity. 

Because they have such hegemony, the political culture that is manifested 
within these movements is also replicated within the new state. In their 
attempts to transform their societies, leaders of these movements fuse 
their parties with the new state to form a kind of ‘party-state’, with 
the movement and the party becoming almost indistinguishable. There 
is no firewall between the party itself and the executive, legislatures 
and public institutions. In fact, independent democratic institutions are 
seen as an extension of the party, and not only are the heads of such 
institutions ‘deployed’ by the party leadership, they are also expected 

to defer to it. The difficulty for many African countries is how to reverse 
the negative impact on the state if the political culture of the dominant 
movement turns undemocratic, autocratic or authoritarian. Given the 
nature of the independence and liberation struggles, these movements 
are organised in a top-down, secretive and military-like fashion, with 
power in the hands of a small leadership group. When the leadership 
decides, the members are expected to obey according to the principle of 
democratic centralism. 

Most independence and liberation movements which are still in power 
see their movements as the embodiment of the ‘people’ that can speak 
for the whole nation, with the leader as the tribune of the ‘people’. 
Typically during their liberation struggles nations were divided between 
those on the side of the liberation movement and those that were aligned 
with the colonial or minority government or their allies. In power, many 
independence and liberation movements still divide the world between 
those on their side and those belonging to the old order. Opposition 
or criticism, whether from within or from outside the movement, is 
therefore often wrongly construed as ‘opposition’ to the demands of the 
‘people’. The result of such reasoning has been that independence and 
liberation movements rarely feel obliged to own up to their failures or 
examine themselves. 

The ANC seems to have fallen into this trap as well, as the recent 
acquisition of luxury German cars by two ministers illustrates. While 
citizens are being requested to tighten their belts in the midst of a 
recession, such opulence suggests that politicians are either out of touch 
with ordinary South Africans, or that their conduct is being governed by 
a different set of ethics. Former ANC secretary general, and now deputy 
president, Kgalema Mothlanthe’s famous report on the state of the 
movement’s internal organisation and values has spoken volumes about 
such behaviour. To realign itself with its original mission, the challenge 
for the ANC would be to face up to Mothlanthe’s call to transform itself 
from the inside out. Its members, supporters and activists should 
play a more active role in keeping the ANC democratic and holding its 
leadership accountable. In South Africa, we are fortunate that a range of 
other progressive groups also have ‘struggle’ legitimacy. Some of these 
movements are outside the ANC family: the Pan Africanist Congress and 
Black Consciousness Movement. These movements have of course now 
lost most of their struggle legitimacy as leadership squabbles and weak 
policies, combined with the ANC’s dominance, have contributed to their 
demise. But importantly, ANC allies, such as the South African Communist 
Party (SACP) and the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU), 
have struggle legitimacy in their own right even though they are in 
alliance with the ANC. Moreover, progressive civil society organisations, 
of which many participated or had their genesis in the United Democratic 

The current wave of protest against 
public representatives should be viewed 
positively, provided that it stays within 
the restrictions of the law. It is a form 
of public criticism which helps to hold 
the ANC leadership accountable when 
democratic institutions do not. 

The limits of a 
liberation 
legacy
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Front (UDF), can also claim legitimacy from the same source. It is 
their responsibility to stop the ANC from backsliding into undemocratic 
behaviour by being assertive civic watchdogs. This role should not be 
seen as inimical to their alliance with the ANC. Pro-democracy activists 
of the ANC, together with progressive civil society groups, unions and 
SACP members could, for example, form a pro-democracy lobby within 
the ANC that can push for the total internal democratisation of the party 
at all organisational levels. 

But society must also be less tolerant of non-delivery, mismanagement 
and leaders’ autocratic behaviour. The current wave of protest against 
public representatives should be viewed positively, provided that it 
stays within the restrictions of the law. It is a form of public criticism 
which helps to hold the ANC leadership accountable when democratic 
institutions do not. Cosatu general secretary Zwelinzima Vavi summed it 
up when he said: ‘The election of a progressive leadership [does not] 
mean the end of the struggle and that we must now step back and hand 
over everything to these progressive, trusted leaders as though they are 
messiahs and will deliver everything on a silver platter, while we are in 
our beds sleeping.’ 

Individual leaders of the ANC deployed by the party leadership to head 
independent oversight institutions, such as the Chapter 9 institutions, 
must become more independent, and serve the public interest and not the 
interests of the ANC leadership, which do not always coincide. In summary, 
if a critical mass of individuals, institutions and communities with struggle 
credentials from within the ANC family are assertive in their dissent when 
the ANC goes wrong, the organisation’s leadership is likely to become 
more accountable and responsive to criticism. At the same time, consistent 
dismissal of such criticism on the grounds that it is counter-revolutionary 
will become increasingly difficult to sustain. 

In Mauritius, together with Botswana (the most successful post-
independence African society), the independence movement split in 
half a decade after independence. The split went right through the 
middle, not only within the party, but also within the trade unions and  

civil society groups that were aligned to the movement. Both the 
old and the breakaway movement had ‘struggle’ credentials, which 
meant that the electorate could now choose between two ‘legitimate’ 
progressive movements. The problem with the Congress of the People 
(COPE), which broke away from the ANC, is that, although its members 
have struggle legitimacy, it has been unable to shake the perception 
that it represents the rejected leadership elite of the ANC. Now off 
course, COPE is engulfed in similar leadership struggles that caused 
the PAC and BCM to implode. 

The mistake that the Democratic Alliance (DA) made in the past is 
that it did not position itself as a liberation movement, albeit a ‘liberal’ 
one. Its policy and leadership positioning in the past reinforced the 
perception among the black majority that it defended the interests of 
a white minority or the apartheid order. Now in power in the Western 
Cape, the DA has the opportunity to show that it can be an alternative but 
relevant party which can not only govern better but also more inclusively. 
It must be able to show that service delivery to the black communities in 
the Western Cape will in five years be better at all levels than in provinces 
run by the ANC. 

COPE can build on its struggle legitimacy if it repositions itself as 
a party for the black poor rather than the middle class, and if it uses 
the next five years to build a real presence in poor, working-class black 
communities. 

The mandate President Jacob Zuma received is not iron-clad: South 
African society is restless, and the credibility of the ANC may be wearing 
thin in the face of increasing delivery deficits, dashed expectations, and 
an inability to communicate the reasons behind this state of affairs. 
These factors, combined with increasing economic hardships relating to 
the effects of the global financial crisis, could yet threaten the ANC’s 
struggle legitimacy, the main reason for its electoral success. 

William Gumede is author of the forthcoming The Democracy Gap 
– Africa’s Wasted Years (Zed Books). 

continued on page 8
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At a time of profound economic insecurity, 
millions of citizens look to President Zuma for 
bold action, writes KATE LEFKO-EVERETT.  

Over the last few years, South Africans have witnessed seismic 
shifts in the country’s political landscape. In the minds of many 
citizens, these changes are attributable to the very public political 

rivalry between former ANC and state president, Thabo Mbeki, and 
Jacob Zuma, his successor to both posts. Yet beyond apparent personal 
aspirations, this struggle also alluded to more profound divisions within 
the ruling party itself, as well as throughout the country, in matters 
concerning the nature of political leadership, the policy orientation of 
government, and franchise among ordinary citizens. 

Zuma’s election to the ANC presidency at the 2007 Polokwane 
conference signified for many the start of a shift in party policy, in 
particular towards a new direction in economic and social transformation, 
and stronger relations with the Tripartite Alliance partners, the South 
African Communist Party (SACP) and the Congress of South African Trade 
Unions (COSATU). 

The mandate of the Polokwane conference has since become a central 
reference point for the subsequent changes that have occurred in 
government. Among the most significant of these was the ANC’s recall of 
Mbeki from the state presidency, a mere nine months after Zuma’s election 
as party leader. But in departing, Mbeki was also accompanied by a number 
of high-ranking ANC members, including eleven cabinet ministers and 
three deputy ministers. Kgalema Motlanthe was elected state president, 
with the understanding that he would simply act as a ‘caretaker’ until the 
2009 national elections, when Zuma would take up the post. 

Subsequently, the most significant repercussion has been the 
formation of the breakaway Congress of the People (COPE) within a 
year after the Polokwane conference, under the direction of the former 
defence minister, Mosiua ‘Terror’ Lekota, and the former Gauteng 
premier, Mbhazima Shilowa.

This political drama, linked to the unfolding of the reconstitution 
of power relations within the ruling party, also spilled over into other 

spheres of governance. Few institutions were affected as significantly 
as the justice system upon which Zuma’s political fate hinged in the 
wake of corruption charges against him. Other events deepened the 
political impasse created by the ANC’s leadership contest. National 
Director of Public Prosecutions Vusi Pikoli was dismissed, in spite of 
the relatively favourable findings of the Ginwala commission of enquiry 
instigated to assess his fitness for office. National Police Commissioner 
and Interpol chief Jackie Selebi – the subject of a criminal investigation 
led by Pikoli – was placed on seemingly indefinite paid leave. Thirteen 
Constitutional Court judges alleged that Cape Judge President John 
Hlophe had attempted to influence the outcome of the Zuma case. And 
following a decision taken at Polokwane, the government proceeded with 
incorporating the Directorate of Special Operations, or ‘the Scorpions’, 
into the South African Police Service, despite a relatively strong 
performance record and considerable public outcry. 

In spite of these events, the ANC managed once again to consolidate 
its dominance over the South African political landscape in the April 
general elections. Although it lost some ground to the Democratic 
Alliance (DA) and newcomers COPE, the ANC’s winning margin of 65% 
remains substantial. 

Given the difficulties of the last few years, along with President 
Zuma’s steep climb to the top, the temptation to sit back, relax and enjoy 
the unspoiled view from the Union Buildings is perhaps understandable. 
However, the time for rest and reflection should only be brief, because 
all is not well with ordinary South African citizens. 

With the election come and gone, the turmoil of the last few years 
may seem like water under the bridge to some. Yet its lasting impact 
on citizens is evident through declining levels of confidence and trust in 
state institutions, leadership and political parties. 

The results of the 2009 IJR Reconciliation Barometer, conducted in 
conjunction with the Ipsos-Markinor Governance Survey, show that while 

Priorities 
for a 
president



law in the country: agreement that all court rulings should be in line with 
the Constitution – even if unpopular – has increased, and agreement 
that the law should be followed has remained relatively static. However, 
confidence in the legal system overall has declined, and by 2009, 42% of 
Barometer respondents indicated that they have little or no confidence in 
the ‘legal system in general’, compared to 37% in 2007. 

These findings are indeed reasons for concern and, tribulations of the 
last few years aside, now is the time for government to commit to the 
hard work of rebuilding citizen confidence in the legitimacy, independence 
and efficacy of the state and its institutions. 

In his first State of the Nation Address, President Zuma referred to 
the incoming government’s intention to ‘build a developmental state, 
improve public services and strengthen democratic institutions’. Key 
aspects of this goal are outlined in the government’s Medium Term 
Strategic Framework for 2009–2014, under the aspirational title 
Together Doing More and Better. These include sizeable commitments 
to improved service delivery, increased monitoring and evaluation within 
departments, stronger anti-corruption measures, and strengthened 
engagement with citizens and civil society organisations.  

While plotting a way forward is a step in the right direction, talk 
of improvement and change will only be effective if accompanied by 
concrete actions which inspire renewed confidence and trust among 
citizens. If the incoming government is unable to achieve this shift in 
public perception, South Africa faces the possibility of future cynicism 
and disregard for the state, democratic institutions and the rule of law. 
The apparent rise in violent protest activity in recent months, particularly 
in response to poor service delivery, should serve as a reminder of the 
dire consequences when faith is lost.   

Kate Lefko-Everett is the Project Leader of the SA Reconciliation 
Barometer at the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation.

economic class and race are still viewed as major barriers to social 
cohesion, many South Africans believe that deepening divisions along 
party-political lines are quickly becoming a significant obstacle to nation-
building. Citizen distrust of political parties has increased substantially: 
in 2009, almost two-thirds of South Africans surveyed have little or no 
trust in political parties. 

Confidence in government and the executive has also declined in recent 
years. While about 35% of Barometer respondents indicated that they 
had little or no trust in government in 2007, this had increased to 44% by 
2009. 

Perhaps to be expected, given that three different men have occupied 
the highest office in the land over the course of only seven months, only 
half of all Barometer respondents had a ‘great deal’ or ‘quite a lot’ of 
confidence in the presidency, compared to 67% in 2007.  

Less than half of all respondents (48%) in 2009 agreed that they can 
trust South Africa’s leaders to ‘do what is right most of the time’, and 
59% agreed that those in leadership ‘are not really concerned about 
what happens’ to people like themselves. 

Similar trends are evident in citizen assessments of provincial and 
local government. 

Confidence in elected officials in Parliament has also thinned over 
this period. In 2009, less than half of all Barometer respondents (45%) 
believe that Parliament treats all citizens equally, and those with either ‘a 
great deal’ or ‘quite a lot’ of confidence in Parliament have dropped from 
62% to 53% over the last two years. By 2009, only 59% of respondents 
felt Parliament could be trusted to make decisions that are right for the 
whole country, compared to 65% in 2007. 

Surprisingly, by 2009, 42% of respondents agreed that if Parliament 
‘started making decisions that most people disagreed with’, it might be 
better to do away with the legislature altogether. 

Citizens seem to continue to place relatively high value on the rule of 

Institute for Justice and Reconcilation
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Perception of party inclusivity is a critical determinant 
of the electoral fortunes of our political parties, writes 
COLLETTE SCHULZ-HERZENBERG.

Whether or not South African elections over the past 15 
years have amounted to ‘racial censuses’ has become a 
question of fierce scholarly debate. Since the apparent 

link between voters’ race or ethnic background and electoral 
outcomes had first been identified in 1994, those who subscribe to 
this theory have argued that subsequent electoral outcomes have 
only strengthened their argument. This year’s election results, many 
claim, again substantiated this view. 

Such a notion, if correct, raises concerns about the quality of 
democracy in South Africa. If electoral outcomes are predetermined 
by exclusive categorisation, genuine political competition is diminished 
and there is little incentive for incumbents to remain responsive to their 
constituencies. Yet a study of voter behaviour between 1994 and 2008, 
using public opinion survey data, shows that the direct influence of race 
on South African voters is smaller than expected. Instead, race impacts 
indirectly on voters through their rational assessments of the parties’ 
images. 

Trends in party identification across race groups offer initial evidence 
that ‘racial voting’ does not over-determine electoral outcomes. Between 
1994 and 2008 there was a reduction in levels of party identification 
(voters who declare they feel close to a particular political party) 

among all racial groups. The ANC attracted less support from the 
African population over time, though unsurprisingly, levels of party 
identification are higher among Africans than any other racial group. 
Yet, on average, 44% of Africans are self-declared independents. This 
questions predictions that the ANC’s support base is driven by ascriptive 
identity politics and that the potential swing effects of the floating vote 
in South Africa are undermined by the ‘solidarity vote’ for the ANC. It 
would appear that African voters are not unquestionably loyal. Given the 
demographic composition of South Africa, continued increases in non-
partisanship among the African electorate also hold the key to future 
electoral realignments. 

Before looking at the policies, promises and candidates of another 
party, voters look to a party’s overall image and must be convinced 
of some basic traits – in particular, whether a party is perceived as 
inclusive or not. Qualities such as a party’s perceived inclusiveness 
constitute important information about how it will perform in office, and 
whether it represents a voter’s interests or is congruent with his or her 
identity. In other words, it shapes a party’s credibility. And importantly, 
for most people, these notions of inclusion and exclusion are primarily 
race-based. These racial characterisations of parties persist, and are 
powerful and pervasive influences on party identification.

South Africa’s biggest political parties are viewed by their own 
supporters as inclusive of the interests of all South Africans rather than 
as racial custodians or representatives. Yet, while almost all voters think 
that their preferred party is inclusive of all South Africans, ‘other’ parties 

Policy vs identity: 
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parties are exclusive to one group only, they are not convinced that the 
party is inclusive of their interests. 

When we consider independents – the most likely voters to consider 
an alternative party – the data show that high levels of uncertainty about 
a party’s inclusivity do not encourage greater cross-voting. Instead, most 
of the independents who express uncertainty about a party’s profile do 
not show support for them. The implications are stark: if uncertainty 
repels voters, then independents are also being repelled from ‘other’ 
parties. Overall, it seems that the absence of a party image is as equally 
detrimental for party support as a negative image.

The evidence suggests that South African voters learn much about 
politics from racial or demographic cues. And most importantly, 
these perceptions about party images play a restrictive role, limiting 
the choice of parties for both partisans and independents. If voters 
become dissatisfied with their parties, they feel that they cannot 
move their support elsewhere. Thus, voters dissatisfied with the 
performance of the ANC will not necessarily vote for any other party. 
And this finding provides insight into the increasing numbers of 
eligible voters who refuse to cast a vote at election time. Without 
potential for inter-party movement, the governing party is likely to 
continue winning the majority share of the vote at elections, but from 
a shrinking voter population. 

Perhaps the most pressing point drawn from the 2009 election results 
is that party images continue to be essential summary statements of how 
voters feel about available political alternatives. Election results suggest 
that many opposition parties have failed to overcome the restrictive 
perceptions of their party images. Although the second largest party, the 
Democratic Alliance (DA), increased its national vote share by 4%, it still 
failed to tap into non-traditional constituencies, especially poor African 
voters. Much of its new support came from within the Western Cape. 
The DA, however, failed to increase its provincial vote-share in other 
provinces by more than 3%. 

On the other hand, the Congress of the People (COPE), the third largest 
party in parliament with 7.4% support nationally, arrived on the political 
scene with a more socially representative support base. A Research ’94 
survey poll found that COPE’s support came from all demographic groups 
in the country, cutting across social divides to a greater extent than any 
other party. It appears to confirm the findings which suggest that South 
African voters prefer inclusive parties. Over 7% of all voters gave their 
support to a new party that is, by all appearances, unrepresentative of 
any particular group. This provides COPE with a healthy foundation for 
growth, as it should not be constrained by negative party imagery. The 
big question is of course whether it will be able to capitalise on this solid 
base, or whether internal squabbles will erode it.  

This holds implications for the conduct of opposition-party politics. To 
seriously contest future elections, political parties need to be attentive 
and responsive to subtle shifts in political identities. Those wanting to 
build multi-ethnic and multi-racial coalitions will need to address the way 
in which they are perceived in terms of racial exclusivity. Undoubtedly, 
representative candidate selection of its visible political leadership 
remains a crucial election tool for any party.

Collette Schulz-Herzenberg is a Senior Researcher at the Institute for 
Security Studies.

are not regarded as inclusive. 
Party imagery affects identification in different ways. Positive 

evaluations of inclusiveness attract voters to a party. In other words, it is 
necessary to view the ANC as inclusive before you can be an ANC partisan. 
On the other hand, negative or exclusive party images overwhelmingly 
repel voters. Very few voters support a party they believe to be exclusive 
to only one group. 

So far, the data show little evidence of conscious or explicit ‘identity’ 
or ‘racial-census’ voting. Racial census theorists would expect partisan 
identity to match closely with party exclusivity – in other words, exclusive 
images should attract voters, not repel them. Yet, there is little evidence 
to suggest that voters are attracted to parties that are racially exclusive. 
African voters do not vote for a predominantly African party because 
they see it as exclusive to Africans. This suggests that South Africans 
generally buy into the ideal of the rainbow nation: inclusive politics is 
worthy, exclusive politics is not.

While it is true that voters support parties they view as inclusive, what 
about a weaker version of racial voting in which voters reject parties 
they perceive as exclusive of their interests or identity? Overall trends 
suggest that perceptions of political parties have become increasingly 
ambiguous over time, with more voters uncertain about the inclusiveness 
of many political parties. Yet, it appears that uncertainty about a party’s 
image repels partisan support in much the same way as negative party 
images do. If a voter is unsure about a party’s inclusiveness, she/he 
tends not to support it. So, while less people over time believe opposition 
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Symbols of our 
nationhood

The provocative display of 
the old South African flag at 
sports events runs counter 
to democratic South Africa’s 
spirit of compromise, writes 
KHAYA DLANGA.  
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South Africans probably live in one of the most politically, socially 
and racially complex countries in the world. These complexities 
are the result of what we agreed upon as a people: that we would 

rather live together than apart in spite of our differences. We agreed 
that it is better to agree to disagree than to kill each other. Underlying 
this national accord was the desire – or at the very least, an acceptance 
amongst the majority of South Africans – to create a country that belongs 
to all those that live in it. As stated in the Kliptown Freedom Charter, ‘We, 
the People of South Africa, declare for all our country and the world to 
know: that South Africa belongs to all who live in it.’ 

Yet one of South Africa’s great complexities is that in spite of this 
historical claim to shared ownership of our national values, South Africans 
have continued to develop separate, exclusive and sometimes competing 
symbols that represent title, independence, sovereignty and liberation. 
Given our protracted history of segregation, it is perhaps naïve to believe 
that the process of nation-building could have unfolded in any other way. 

This tension was recognised during our negotiated political transition, 
and is one of the reasons why our national anthem incorporated both 
Nkosi sikelel’ iAfrika and Die Stem. For some this was a prerequisite for 

their allegiance to the new dispensation; for others it was an unpalatable, 
highly painful sacrifice. Because we could not change the past, symbolic 
compromises to represent claims of our equal citizenship had to be 
made. The post-1994 consensus has expressly encouraged a clear break 
with the past and the creation of new symbols to form the foundation for 
the progression towards a common future.

For this reason, it is difficult to come to terms with the continued 
display of the old South African flag at major sporting events. For 
many South Africans, encountering such symbols of the past opens old 
wounds we thought had healed. Look at this from the perspective of a 
black South African. Such a scene evokes a response to three of the 
important symbols of apartheid: the evil trinity of the old South African 
flag, Pretoria and rugby. 

Apart from being an insult to millions of South Africans, these 
provocative displays symbolise resistance to breaking with the past and 
a desire to hold on to the values that the old flag represents. In a sense, 
they challenge the basic tenets of our Constitution. It represents a fast-
fading past which does not embrace our country’s common progress. In 
the eyes of most South Africans, it excludes the possibility of a common 
destination.

Proponents of the use of the old flag might argue that it is possible 
to retain these symbols without actively endorsing or approving of our 
apartheid past. They will argue that it is an expression of their culture, 
which is backed up by the right to free speech. To them the flag is an 
empty sign, a morally neutral object, or just a piece of fabric. 

However, we cannot deny the power of symbols: if they were not 
powerful and evocative we would not use them. Powerful and effective 
symbols have an opinion, a point of view, an important context. Few 
would disagree that this isn’t true of the Nazi swastika or the white robes 
and hoods of the Ku Klux Klan. While for some the old flag may represent 
the preservation of culture, for millions of others it evokes inequality, 
human-rights abuses and violence. The critical question is, how can we 
allow for a diversity of symbols that reflect the complexity of our society 
without demeaning others around us? 

Is it necessary to do away with all symbols of the past and ban 
everything that offends? I say not. No matter what new symbols are 
introduced, not everybody will be happy, and with constant change we 
will risk becoming a country that has no identity. Where would we stop? 
Constructing a new parliament? Tearing down the Union Buildings?

What is important is our common effort to continue to seek compromise, 
to find a place for all South Africans, and to identify symbols that reflect 
this progress. Our national anthem, again, may be a case in point. While 
Die Stem is still a national symbol – unlikeable though it may be to some 
– it also represents South Africa’s inclusivity and joint ownership of 
the country. The combined anthem is both a new symbol and an honest 
recognition of a highly divided past. 

At the same time, the mere fact that our government has not banned 
the old flag may also be testament to a mature understanding of the 
freedom of expression. Maybe it is because it remembers what it was 
like not to be allowed to display the ANC flag. Maybe it is in appreciation 
of the democratic virtue of tolerance – a value which some in our country 
still fail to grasp.  

Khaya Dlanga is a copywriter at Metropolitan Republic.
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At the height of the political unrest in the mid-1980s, my peers at 
the University of the Western Cape and I had a way of checking on 
each other’s emotional well-being. We would ask each other, ‘So 

where are you on the rollercoaster today?’ It was the perfect metaphor 
to represent the highs and lows of our daily experiences both on campus 
and in our communities.

Although political justice has been attained since then, the ongoing 
struggle for social and economic justice prevents the rollercoaster from 
coming to a standstill. Take reconciliation as an example: judging from the 
spate of recent racially based attacks, viewed together with the provocative 
findings of Professor Crane Soudien’s report on race relations at South 
African tertiary institutions, the struggle against racism is far from over. 

Three colleagues at the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation (IJR) 
head projects aimed at bringing together ordinary South Africans across 
racial lines. Nosindiso Mtimkulu manages a project which uses music 
as a vehicle for nurturing reconciliatory efforts across cultural and 
racial divides. Her current work involves first making indigenous African 
musical instruments with youngsters from Kwazulu-Natal, the Northern 
Cape and the Western Cape, and then performing with them. 

Over the past few months, music lecturers from the universities of 
Cape Town and Stellenbosch have been exchanging knowledge with 
grassroots musicians on playing the mouth bow, nyanga pipes, igubu, 
and the marimba. This enables Nosindiso to collect stories, rituals, and 
musical traditions and practices which, in turn, become the subject 
matter for a series of workshops with high-school learners. Yet her 
enthusiasm is often tested when these workshops attract black learners 
only. Even ‘road shows’ at former Model C schools failed to produce a 
single white participant. After extensive headhunting, a second project 
on making films about African identity only drew two white participants.

Community Healing project leader Kenneth Lukuko warns that, in the 
light of recent xenophobic violence, racial attacks, strikes and service-
delivery protests, the increasingly strong ‘language of exclusion’ is 
likely to escalate. He bases his argument on extensive discussions with 
Western Cape community leaders in a series of training courses recently 
conducted by the Institute in partnership with the Department of the 
Premier’s social transformation programme.

Leaders from Matzikamma, the Central Karoo, Witzenberg, Paarl, 
Worcester, Theewaterskloof, Saldanha Bay and Cedarberg municipalities, 
and communities in Delft, Bishop Lavis, Langa, Bonteheuwel and Elsies 
River all participated. According to these leaders, people seeking to 
improve their quality of life are frustrated not only by the circumstances 

preventing them from attaining a good life, but also by the growing gap 
between themselves and the wealthy around them. Lukuko adds that the 
frustration of community leaders is heightened by what they perceive as 
the unwillingness of white communities to participate in the province’s 
transformation programme. 

Cecyl Esau, project leader of the Institute’s Schools Oral History 
Project – which helps learners to research their local histories using oral 
history methodology – always managed to find at least five to ten white 
learners willing to participate in his projects. His confidence that this 
year would be no different was boosted by recent visits to four schools 
in Cradock with the Eastern Cape education department. Learners from 
Matthew Goniwe and JA Calata high schools (predominately black 
African learners), Michausdal High (predominately coloured learners) 
and Cradock High School (a racially mixed school) all agreed to research 
Cradock’s contribution to the struggle for democracy before 1994 and 
its participation in democracy since democratisation. However, Cecyl’s 
earlier hopes were dashed when no white learners came to the training 
events.

What happened after the road shows? Initially both black and white 
learners were very enthusiastic about participating. Was the failure of 
white learners to act on their initial enthusiasm due to the influence of 
the adults in their lives – their teachers and parents? Or was it because 
they had other exciting things to do during the holidays? Surely the youth 
of today stand a better chance as second- or third-generation South 
Africans to forge national unity. ‘Not so!’ say the learners from Cradock. 
They carry two sets of ‘baggage’, they claim: that of the past and the 
present. 

Present challenges clearly weigh heavily on their minds. The increase 
in violence, unemployment and HIV in their communities is clearly 
a source of anguish for the learners, who argue that they will be the 
generation of tomorrow expected to deal with the social crises facing 
their community today. Thus they argue that projects such as the Schools 
Oral History Project will not only add to their understanding of Cradock, 
but also provide them with practical skills for the future. 

The reconciliation rollercoaster:
Lessons on the journey to a non-racial society
We need to understand why 
many citizens are still reluctant 
to participate in the national 
reconciliation discourse, writes 
VALDI VAN REENEN-LE ROUX.

White learners, they argue, are not 
interested in history, especially the struggle 
against apartheid, and are therefore  
also not interested in documenting the 
local history of Cradock.
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Cradock High School learners speak of being called ‘coconuts’ by 
learners in Lingelihle for being black learners at a school with whites 
and living in the previously whites-only town. Racism in their eyes 
is not merely white on black, but black on black as well. An Afda film 
school learner spoke about how she joins her fellow black learners 
for parties in the township to the dismay of her white peers. Some JA 
Calata learners argue that their peers who live in previously whites-only 
areas regard themselves as better than those who live in Lingelihle and 
share a room with their parents. These learners criticise the growing 
black middle class, who they claim have ‘forgotten their roots’ and are 
no longer ‘African’. In response, learners residing in town argue that 
they are unfairly stripped of their African identity just because they have 
chosen to live a different lifestyle. 

When asked why they thought white learners where absent from the 
workshop, they offered varied explanations. Learners from Michausdal, 
Matthew Goniwe and JA Calata schools argued that white learners in 
Cradock are far removed from the experiences which black learners face 
daily in Lingelihle and Michausdal. White learners, they argue, already 
have access to a better life and have more choice regarding how they 
spend their free time. They argue that black learners are more conscious 
of what is happening in their own community than their white peers. 

Learners from Matthew Goniwe High feel strongly that white learners 
still have the same judgemental attitude as their parents prior to 1994. 
White learners, they argue, are not interested in history, especially the 
struggle against apartheid, and are therefore also not interested in 
documenting the local history of Cradock.

Why is it so difficult to get participation across racial groups in 
programmes aiming to bring people together? To what extent can the 
silence on the part of potential white participants be ascribed to ‘inherited 
collective guilt’ – the unfinished business of the past – or has it to do with 
issues of the present? 

Could it be that what hinders white participation in dialogue has to 
do with how citizens view their identity as present-day South Africans? 
Perhaps it is the anxiety of having to share a lived experience that does 
not quite fit into popular memory? We can take a leaf from Professor 
Jonathan Jansen’s experiences as the first black dean at the University 
of Pretoria, which he shares in his latest book, Knowledge in the Blood. 
His openness to seeing post-apartheid South Africa through the eyes of 
white learners, their parents and his white colleagues extends beyond 
an act of social transformation on a previously white campus to create 
spaces where stereotypes are broken down and where new meanings 
of the skewed identities we have given each other can be embraced.

Fifteen years on, the rollercoaster ride continues. Whether the ride 
will take us to a non-racial society critically depends on involving citizens 
from all sections of society in projects designed to get to know one 
another better. It is vital that we take note when one group’s absence 
becomes a constant feature.

Valdi van Reenen-Le Roux is Programme Manager for Reconciliation at 
the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation. (This article has previously 
appeared in the Cape Times.)
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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 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 any detail as the aim of the documentary is to engage 
Rwandans and others in a debate on issues of justice and reconciliation.

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.

2008 TRANSFORMATION AUDIT – 
RISK AND OPPORTUNITY 
Edited by Jan Hofmeyr 

In 2008 the reconfiguration of power within 
the African National Congress resulted in one 
of South Africa’s most profound post-apartheid 
political rearrangements. This occurred at the 
same time as economic gloom started to spread 
in the wake of the American sub-prime crisis. 
South Africa’s response to this confluence of 
circumstance may very well become a test 
of its resilience, as two relatively constant 

variables in recent years, political and economic stability, come under 
pressure. Against this background, Risk and Opportunity was chosen 
as the prism through which the Transformation Audit reviewed matters 
of socio-economic transformation in 2008. By reviewing the global and 
domestic context of and its implications for key policy spheres, Risk 
and Opportunity should be seen as an important contribution to the 
search for innovative and relevant responses to an environment that is 
decidedly different from the one covered by the four previous editions 
of the Audit.

NEW PUBLICATIONS FROM THE 
INSTITUTE FOR JUSTICE AND RECONCILIATION

Contact Details: 
House Vincent, Ground Floor, 
Wynberg Mews 
Cnr Brodie and Ebenezer Rd 
Wynberg, 7800 
Cape Town 
South Africa 

Tel: +27 21 763 7128 
Fax: +27 21 763 7138 
E-mail: info@ijr.org.za

EDITOR: Jan Hofmeyr 
DESIGN & CONCEPT: Compress DSL
PRINTING: RSA Litho
IMAGES: Cover and pages 7, 8 and 10  
© Avusa Syndication; page 5 © AP Photo/
Nasser Nasser; pages 3 and 15 © IJR

THE INSTITUTE FOR JUSTICE AND RECONCILIATION

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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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
   


