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This month South Africa celebrates the 16th 
Day of Reconciliation since the transition to 
democracy. Reflecting on prospects for prog-
ress in nation-building in the past year recalls 
South Africa’s trajectory from brilliant heights 
through foreboding lows. 

As many of our authors commented over the 
course of this year, the Soccer World Cup brought 
the country together with exuberance and enthu-
siasm rarely seen since the elections of 1994.  

This year also brought its own share of 
moments that have shown the fault lines and 
fragmentations in our society to be most clear: 
Julius Malema, leader of the country’s most estab-
lished youth movement, unapologetic following 
his High Court conviction for hate speech; the 
ultra-conservative, minority backlash following 

the killing of Eugene Terre’blanche, which calls into ques-
tion the depth of reconciliation and social transformation, 
particularly in rural areas; the recent, unrepentant comments 
by celebrated author Annelie Botes that she dislikes and fears 
her black compatriots. 

It is fortunate, however, that the results of the 2010 SA 
Reconciliation Barometer survey – released this month – also 
confirm that the progress many believe we witnessed on fan 
walks, around soccer pitches, and even hunched together 
around our neighbours’ television screens, in fact has deep-
ening roots. Almost half of all South Africans believe there 
have been substantive improvements in race relations since 
1994. Close to two-thirds agree that they are trying to for-
give those who hurt them under apartheid, and almost three 
in four want to leave the past behind and move on with their 
lives.  

This issue of the SA Reconciliation Barometer frames 

many of the critically important issues South Africa has 
grappled with in 2010, and charts some future directions for 
the new year and beyond. 

From the Institute, Rorisang Lekalake interviews execu-
tive director Fanie du Toit in response to government’s recent 
release of a list of 149 nominees for political pardons, and 
explores whether or not victim participation has been suf-
ficient in this process. 

Sana Rais and Ratula Beukman both evaluate the impact 
of South Africa’s highly unequal economic prospects for 
reconciliation and social change. Drawing on the advoca-
cy work of the Black Sash, Beukman finds that until South 
Africans have greater access to decent work opportunities, 
a comprehensive social security system is needed to ensure 
that the constitutional rights to dignity and social protection 
are upheld. 

Following a recent research colloquium at Wits University, 
Zimitri Erasmus questions the continued administrative use 
of apartheid race categories, and finds potential in the use of 
new indicators of race and class. 

Also analysing current public discourse, Christi van der 
Westhuizen assesses the intersections of race, gender, class, sex 
and sexuality – and their implications for building an inclusive 
democratic society – through the rhetoric of Malema. 

Finally, Ebrahim Fakir and Zandile Bhengu analyse trends 
in youth political and social participation following the 
upturn in voter registration prior to the 2009 polls. 

Your comments are encouraged and welcomed, and can 
be posted online at http://www.sabarometerblog.wordpress.
com. On behalf of the Institute, we wish you all the best for 
the festive season and in 2011!

Kate Lefko-Everett
Project leader: SA Reconciliation Barometer
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RECONCILIATION DAY IN CAPE TOWN

On 15 December, one day before the national Day 
of Reconciliation, the IJR will host a public event 
focused on reconciliation and transitional justice at 
the Delft Civic Centre, in collaboration with the 
Delft Development Forum. The event brings to 
a close the IJR’s tenth-year anniversary celebra-
tions, and provides a platform for sharing experi-
ences with a wide range of our stakeholders. The 
event includes activities such as games, readings, 
film screenings, and opportunities for dialogue and 
debate. Transportation will be provided from dif-
ferent communities in Cape Town. 

LAUNCH: INSTITUTE FOR AFRICAN 
TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE 

In late November, programme manager Tim 
Murithi travelled to Uganda to participate in the 
launch of the Institute for African Transitional 
Justice (IATJ) by IJR partners, the Refugee Law 
Project, together with the African Transitional Jus-
tice Research Network. The inaugural week-long 
residential programme was hosted in Kampala, 
and brought together a diverse range of scholars 
and practitioners from across the African region 
and beyond to deliberate on the conceptual and 
contextual challenges confronting transitional jus-
tice in Africa. 

IJR News
TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE AND 
PEACE-BUILDING IN SUDAN
Last month, PACT Sudan invited the IJR to 
facilitate a major networking event, on the 
theme of Transitional Justice and Peace-build-
ing. The event, held in Damazin, Blue Nile 
state, brought together a diverse mix of 150 
stakeholders from across the states of South-
ern Kordofan and Blue Nile and the Abyei 
Area, many for the first time. Participants 
included women and youth, and were rep-
resentatives of civil society, government and 
traditional authorities. In this much-needed 
space for dialogue on conflict and peace, they 
shared peace-building practices and expertise, 
and strengthened individual and organisa-
tional linkages and relationships. The event 
took place less than two months ahead of 
a referendum to determine whether South 
Sudan will secede from the North.

CONTENTS 

Dr Zimitri Erasmus, Carnegie Resident Equity Scholar, at a recent colloquium on 
‘Revisiting Apartheid Race Catogories’ at Wits University. 
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RORISANG LEKALAKE spoke to IJR executive 
director Fanie du Toit about presidential 
pardons, civil society’s role in South Africa, 
and securing the legacy of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission.

In October of this year, the Department of Justice and 
Constitutional Development (DOJCD) released the 
names of 149 convicted criminals recommended for 

pardons through the ‘Special Dispensation for Presidential 
Pardons for Political Offences’ established by former presi-
dent Thabo Mbeki.

This is the first list of recommended pardons released since 
the Constitutional Court found in favour of a coalition of civil 
society organisations challenging the lack of victim participation 
and inclusion in the government-led Special Dispensations pro-
cess earlier this year. This group, now referred to as the South 
African Coalition for Transitional Justice (SACTJ), includes the 
IJR, as well as the Centre for the Study of Violence and Rec-
onciliation (CSVR), Human Rights Media Centre, Khulumani 
Support Group, Legal Resources Centre and the International 
Centre for Transitional Justice (ICTJ).

The SACTJ’s Constitutional Court case followed on seven 
years of dedicated advocacy work since the formal conclusion 
of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), with a par-
ticular focus on protecting the central role of apartheid victims 
in ongoing justice, prosecutions and pardons processes, as man-
dated by the TRC. Early prosecution efforts based on secret plea 
bargains between perpetrators and the state were also success-
fully challenged by victims. 

RL: Why was it important for the IJR to get involved in the 
Constitutional Court case?

In my opinion, this case was about two groundbreaking 
aspects of the TRC’s work: public transparency and victim par-
ticipation. Apartheid’s crimes were so veiled in secrecy that it 
was important for people to come clean about the past so that 
society could move forward.

In the spirit of the TRC, the Mbeki government formed a 
parliamentary committee, which produced a list of pardons 
nominees. However, the committee acted behind closed doors 
and did not disclose the selection criteria it used. Civil society’s 
input was repeatedly brushed off. In 2008, the ANC’s recalling 
of Mbeki created such political confusion that we feared the 
process would be rushed, and formed a coalition to demand 
more transparency.

The case to include victims first went to the High Court, 
but government appealed. When it reached the Constitutional 
Court, the whole bench found in our favour. As a result, the 
president now has to consult with victims on any future presi-
dential pardons in cases of political crimes.

RL: What was your response to the recent release of a new 
list of nominees for presidential pardons?

I think there are several issues. The list includes the names 
of 149 convicted perpetrators and their crimes, but as we have 
seen previously, does not provide any explanation or justifica-
tion for why they have been nominated.  

Secondly, the list includes people, in my view, who are cer-
tainly not in any way eligible for a pardon. Some have commit-
ted multiple crimes; others still have cases pending against them. 
Some of these crimes were committed as recently as 1998, and 
therefore according to the recommendations of the TRC such 
pardons are not justified. Mbeki unilaterally released 33 politi-
cal prisoners in the Eastern Cape: one committed a murder and 
was back in prison within a week. In my opinion, these nomi-
nees should not be released back into society.

Finally, victims were only given 30 days to register their inter-
est in responding to the list. We contend that outreach to vic-
tims, many of whom are in rural areas, was wholly inadequate. 
We offered to help government locate victims, so they would 
have the opportunity to respond to the recommendations. 

RL: Do civil society organisations have an advantage over 
government in reaching victims?

We do, because we work with communities on a daily basis. 
It is very difficult to explain the wall of silence from government 
when you look the victims in the eye. Very little has been done 
in terms of reparations: some homes were built and there were 
a few scholarships, but nothing comprehensive or systematic, 
or even public and well-communicated. However, we recently 
had a meeting in which government agreed to participate in a 

Of pardons  
and the legacy  
of the TRC

Why has government either 
failed, or proven to have 
a lack of political will, 
to implement the TRC’s 
recommendations?

NOTE FROM THE IJR 
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workshop to brainstorm with us on a policy for community 
reparations. 

RL: What are the potential implications for national recon-
ciliation?

Some may think that the justice process started through the 
TRC is antiquated, and has been overtaken by other events. 
I think transitional justice has a way of catching up with a 
society if these processes are not concluded efficiently and with 
dignity. 

Reconciliation is enshrined in our constitution. The TRC was 
an international landmark and did a reasonable job given the 
circumstances. However, it is now criticised retrospectively for 
a lack of impact: this through no fault of the Commission, but 
rather from government’s lack of efficient follow-through. Why 
has government either failed, or proven to have a lack of politi-
cal will, to implement the TRC’s recommendations? This is an 
important next chapter that will ultimately either validate or 
discredit the work of the TRC. 

RL: And the implications for civil society?
Civil society needs to be an intermediary between government 

and the public. It is important that we engage government, but 
in constructive ways that help build state capacity. South Africa 
is among the strongest states on the continent, but still faces 
massive challenges. Civil society has to be selective in our inter-

ventions, but I believe it was the appropriate moment to do so 
because we could have slipped into impunity. 

RL: Given current circumstances, does South Africa need a 
new national consensus on reconciliation?

At the moment, we lack consensus on our economic direc-
tion, and this is debilitating. We need to agree on the roles of the 
various institutions, from trade unions to the reserve bank and 
government. Importantly, we cannot neglect and marginalise 
the poor. Many people have decided to side-step the issue and 
move on with their lives, including young middle-class South 
Africans of all races.

Although our most urgent call at present is to address the 
socioeconomic divide, there are also levels of racial reconcilia-
tion we have not touched as yet. The issue of race is still with 
us, and unless it is addressed, new forms of racism may emerge. 
We now have an interesting balance between a politically 
empowered black majority and a powerful white minority, but 
this can create a unique opportunity for progress through the 
give-and-take between these groups, perhaps more so than in 
other contexts.  

Rorisang Lekalake is currently completing her master’s degree 
in political studies at the University of Cape Town, and is a 
research intern in the IJR political analysis programme.

ijr
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Reconciliation versus inequality:  
Which does SA’s future hold? 

This year, South Africa celebrates the 16th Day of 
Reconciliation since the transition to democracy in 
1994. During this time, the country has experienced 

drastic change, which has at the same time been too slow 
for many citizens. South Africa has exceeded many expecta-
tions, yet failed to meet others altogether. 

Reconciliation Day reminds us that the democratic transition 
of 1994 heralded the emergence of a nation willing to forgive 
and move forward, but at a high cost. As described by Dr Cher-
rel Africa in a recent article for the SA Reconciliation Barome-
ter, many South Africans have begun to once again question the 
compromises made in the negotiated transition of the 1990s.

Millions of South Africans continue to live in material circum-
stances largely unchanged from those under apartheid, and have 
experienced constrained benefits from political freedom. Dis-
illusionment and doubt have been cast over government insti-
tutions, political parties, and the larger reconciliatory project 
overall. Discontent has been demonstrated through protests and 
strikes around the country, which have continued across sev-
eral government administrations and throughout Jacob Zuma’s 
presidency. Beyond the direct consequences of this ‘rebellion of 
the poor’, the alienation of large cohorts of the population will 
further erode confidence in the state. 

Economic growth has contributed to overall reductions in 
poverty levels. However, socioeconomic inequality has contin-
ued to increase, and according to the IJR’s annual SA Reconcili-
ation Barometer survey, is consistently identified as the greatest 
source of social division in the country, above race, HIV/AIDS 
and party membership. 

Inequality has in fact become most pronounced within 
rather than between race groups, and particularly among 
black South Africans, as access to employment, education 

and entrepreneurial opportunities have grown a new middle 
class. 

Speaking at a recent workshop in Cape Town, IJR founding 
director Professor Charles Villa-Vicencio warned that people 
are now becoming impatient. He suggested that South Africa’s 
‘honeymoon period’ is over, and citizens are now more demand-
ing, less polite and less tolerant about the lack of concrete deliv-
ery they see from government. 

Villa-Vicencio views this as a positive development: a testa-
ment to the strength of South Africa’s democracy and its grow-
ing democratic culture. However, what happens when these 
concerns go unaddressed? Should citizens simply resign them-
selves to living with chronic inequality? 

The growing gap between South Africa’s rich and poor poses 
a threat to future prospects for national unity and reconcilia-
tion. As the currency of these ideals begins to fade in public and 
policy discourse, questions remain: who must reconcile now, 
and more importantly, why should they?

Reconciliation is not a linear trajectory, nor is it a once-
off event. It is also not inevitable. It is a process that requires 
considerable further effort in addressing the problems that 
fracture South African society today. Government has dem-
onstrated the will to combat these problems, introducing 
economic development and anti-poverty programmes, and 
allocating funds to support them. Yet while these are positive 
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Drastic change followed the birth of democracy 
in South Africa, but continuing poverty poses a 
threat to national unity, writes SANA RAIS.

The growing gap between South 
Africa’s rich and poor poses a  
threat to future prospects for  
national unity and reconciliation. 
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established black middle class is posi-
tive, this change has had little effect on 
large-scale poverty alleviation.

Educational enrolment levels have 
improved substantively since 1994. 
However, educational service deliv-
ery has languished in many respects, 
particularly in rural areas. Further, 
South Africa has a burgeoning 
youth population. With approxi-
mately 3 million people between the 
ages of 18 and 24 out of school and 
unemployed, and many more join-
ing their ranks every year, the lack 
of work and livelihood opportuni-
ties for youth has serious implica-
tions for social stability. The experi-
ences and outlook of this changing 
demographic will also alter political 
debates and allegiances to come, as 
well as social cohesion and prospects 
for reconciliation and national unity. 
South Africa is known for its social 
capacity for compromise, but will it 
now compromise on its youth by let-
ting them fall through the cracks of 
the system? 

Socioeconomic inequality has the 
potential to further fracture already-
tenuous social relationships, but 
the trend of a growing divide can 
still be countered by more effective 
work towards substantive equality 
through further development of the 
education system, expanded social 
grants and other safety nets for the 
poor, and above all, sustainable job 
creation.

Interim concessions and modest 
improvements may hold back dis-
content for a while yet – but assump-

tions of acceptance and complacency by affected South Africans 
are short-sighted, and certainly overlook the country’s histori-
cal legacy of active citizenship. Difficult decisions must also be 
made about which problems will receive priority in terms of 
attention and resources. Further progress in the process of rec-
onciliation can be made through addressing this socioeconomic 
divide and demonstrating to citizens that they have not been 
waiting in vain. 

Sana Rais is currently completing her masters degree at the 
Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies, University of 
Notre Dame, and is a research intern in the Political Analysis 
programme at the IJR. 

changes, the country has not as yet managed to design and 
implement a combination of these policies and programmes that 
will most effectively bring about sustainable change.

Guided by the Constitution, programmes and policies of this 
kind have attempted to bring about ‘substantive equality’, which 
takes into account disparity in access to resources across the 
population and requires strategies to rectify these conditions in a 
deliberate and targeted manner. Resultant reforms and interven-
tions have included measures such as black economic empow-
erment and land redistribution, which have been implemented 
with positive effects for some. However, in practice these policies 
have been overly selective in their targeting of specific segments 
of the most disadvantaged populations: while the growth of an 
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Recent developments in the reform of retirement pro-
vision policies suggest that continued work is tak-
ing place within government towards the building 

of a comprehensive social security system for our country. 
Sceptics have variously construed these reforms as a ploy 

to pacify the electorate, another step down the slippery slope 
towards a welfare state, or simply more handouts for the poor. 

However, civil society has read these developments as an 
important and long-overdue response to the recommendations 
of the 2002 Taylor Committee. The current reforms should be 
seen as a genuine opportunity for progress towards a compre-
hensive social security system that delivers on the promises of 
our Constitution, and which is in line with international labour 
and human rights treaties and laws. 

Our Constitution guarantees every person who lives in South 
Africa the right to access social security, including social assis-
tance, if they are unable to look after themselves or their depen-
dants. Like decent and accessible healthcare and good quality 
basic education, social security is a right that needs to be realised 

Current social security reforms provide 
necessary opportunities to ensure 
the dignity and social protection of all 
citizens, writes RATULA BEUKMAN.

Can social security build  
a more inclusive society?
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our society have decent work, the Black Sash will continue to 
argue that their right to dignity is most effectively guaranteed 
through social protection and assistance.   

Both the social insurance and social assistance components 
that make up our current system exclude the working poor, 
unemployed and millions of vulnerable workers. 

The social insurance component of our current social security 
system (which includes private retirement schemes, unemploy-
ment insurance, compensation for occupational injuries and 
diseases as well as road-accident cover) only provides for those 
who are formally employed and have made contributions. 

Although the social assistance component of our current sys-
tem does deliver some financial support in the form of grants, 
it is only to our most vulnerable – children, the disabled and 
elderly. Almost 70% of grant recipients receive the Child Sup-
port Grant of R250 per month. Other grants include the Foster 
Care Grant of R710 a month, as well as the Care Dependency 
Grant, Older Person’s Grant and Disability Grant of R1 010. 
Some further assistance is available in the form of the Grant-
in-Aid (R250) for those in need of special care, and the Social 
Relief of Distress Award, which is a temporary intervention for 
those facing undue hardship.  

We have long argued for domestic and other vulnerable 
workers employed for less than 24 hours per month to be 
included into the Compensation of Occupational Injuries and 
Diseases Fund. Currently, public servants, irregular migrants, 
the partially employed and those with learnerships or appren-
ticeships are excluded from the Unemployment Insurance 
Fund. Most low-paid workers find it difficult to contribute 
to a pension or provident fund for retirement whilst informal 
sector workers who are able to afford to save towards their 
retirement do not have the benefit of an employer contribu-
tion. Adults aged 18–59 do not receive social grants, nor do 
people who are chronically ill. 

The Black Sash has also called for greater support in the form 
of a Basic Income Grant for the unemployed. At the moment, 
unemployed adults are forced to rely on the grants of older peo-
ple and children. 

Many South Africans are chronically ill and live with HIV/
AIDS, respiratory diseases and diabetes, which impacts on our 
health resources and poor households. We have also lobbied for 
the introduction of a Chronic Illness Grant as an effective health 
and anti-poverty intervention.

Consideration also needs to be given to including destitute 
foreign nationals who do not have refugee status in this system. 

It is not an easy task to provide social security to everyone at 
the same time, yet we are committed to pursuing its progressive 
realisation and prioritisation within available resources. 

At the very least, our society needs to come up with a clear 
road map for how we are going to realise this important consti-
tutional right.

Ratula Beukman is the advocacy programme manager of the 
Black Sash. 
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if we are to build a society which is cohesive, more equal, and 
values human dignity.

 However, social security on its own is clearly not the answer 
to all our problems. It is not going to reverse the structural pov-
erty in our society or bridge the yawning inequality gap that 
exists between rich and poor. It won’t make a major dent in 
our high unemployment figures either. But research conclusively 
shows us that it has, and will help to lessen the unacceptable 
burden of poverty endured by so many South Africans.

Our current social security system, although de-racialised and 
more accessible since 1994, is still premised on the full employ-
ment guaranteed to the white minority under apartheid. This 
system was designed from a European or Anglo-Saxon social 
security paradigm that does not take into account our high lev-
els of unemployment, inequality and poverty. 

The reform proposals currently being debated provide us with 
the space to find unique solutions for our particular problems. 
The Black Sash and other civil society groups will continue to 
advocate for reforms that are more inclusive of those who are 
still excluded from the current system, like the unemployed and 
working poor. 

Unemployment in South Africa is as high as 36% nationally 
– and much higher in some provinces. Much work remains to 
implement economic policies that enable decent work for the 
majority of our people, never mind full employment. For this 
reason, the new design must be underpinned by principles of 
social solidarity and universalism, and not be dependant on 
every adult finding regular work. 

The work of the Black Sash provides insight into the experi-
ences of those excluded from South Africa’s current safety net, 
and the impact of this exclusion. It also provides evidence sup-
porting the positive effects of assistance to counter the devas-
tating consequences of unemployment, poverty and inequality. 
Research shows that government social spending, particularly 
on social security and grants, reduces poverty, increases access 
to education and employment, and improves health outcomes. 

Critics argue that South Africa’s social security infrastructure 
is well-developed in comparison to that of other countries in 
Africa, Asia and South America. They contend that instead of 
more grants, government should spend its limited resources on 
job creation. 

Certainly, decent work is an irrefutable priority. In fact, we 
believe government and business must take this obligation 
more seriously, as millions of unemployed adults, skilled and 
unskilled, are desperate to find work. Decent work provides 
dignity; it provides security for a family, and means that people 
are able to contribute towards, rather than depend on the social 
security system. But until the one in four unemployed adults in 

ijr
Much work remains to implement 
economic policies that enable decent 
work for the majority of our people, 
never mind full employment. 
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Wits University recently hosted a colloquium titled 
‘Revisiting Apartheid Race Categories’. The 
event gathered together scholars from various 

disciplines, practitioners and researchers, and university 
executives from a range of higher-education institutions 
across the country. Several participants straddled these three 
roles, making for rich presentations. Given recent debates 
on whether or not to continue using apartheid race catego-
ries in university admissions, this colloquium was timely. 
The IJR’s ongoing work on critical social indicators was 
among the thoughtful contributions to this gathering.

Its proceedings resonate with Mark Gevisser’s idea that ‘The 
only way one could represent “South Africanness” today would 
be through juxtapositions’,1 more precisely, juxtapositions that 
produce seemingly irresolvable tensions. Presentations and con-
versations at the colloquium revealed one among many tensions 
with which we live daily: on the one hand, a desire to build a 
non-racial South Africa; and on the other, a fear – conscious and 
unconscious – of letting go of apartheid’s race categories.

Tensions can be productive. The outcome of these delibera-
tions is an example. Presentations revealed that questioning the 
continued use of apartheid race categories for administrative 
purposes is not (as yet) outlawed. The challenge, however, is to 
maintain the conditions that allow this freedom to question and 
to insist on innovative alternatives which do not lose sight of the 
continued significance of ‘race’. At the same time, participants 
brought home just how deeply entrenched common sense uses 
of ‘race’ are in South Africa. The firm grip apartheid’s race cate-
gories continues to hold was reflected in the constant conflation 
in conversations, on the one hand, of the analytical and political 
necessity, given our history, of an understanding of ‘race’ as a 
social construct with material effects (a construct that can be 
unmade) with, on the other hand, apartheid race categories as 
fixed administrative tools.

Laypeople are not the only ones in this grip. Participants 
showed how the law, and knowledge about the law and social 
issues more generally, relies as much on this conflation. In other 
words, the law and scholarship rely on common sense notions 
of ‘race’. This begs the question: Is the law legitimate if premised 
on undefined and shifting conceptions of ‘race’? This might sug-
gest a space for struggle between this particular weakness of 
the law, and the more critical conceptions of ‘race’. Given that 
the courts are one among several institutions of power that can 
enable social change, it might be important to think of ways in 
which to use this space to stretch the law. But are legal practi-
tioners trained to do this? Cases related to corrective measures 

Thinking 
beyond 
apartheid 
race       
categories

Following a recent research 
colloquium, ZIMITRI ERASMUS 
finds that South Africans can move 
beyond surrendering to the use of 
apartheid race categories. 
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and tried in labour courts suggest not. What does this, in turn, 
tell us about the role of higher education in furthering projects 
of social justice?

Deliberations also brought to the surface that most South 
Africans view equity targets and goals primarily as a govern-
ment-imposed compliance exercises. Here, the challenge is to 
cultivate a perspective which sees these goals as part of one’s 
role as a democratic citizen, marked by histories of racial priv-
ilege and oppression. It seems most South Africans are quite 
happy to wear the yoke of democratic citizens in times of manic 
euphoria – the 1994 elections and the 2010 World Cup are good 
examples. But when it comes to facing the difficult realities of 
everyday life – times when the performance of democratic citi-
zenship is arguably most needed – most South Africans are con-
tent with discarding this yoke. What can we do to change this 
pattern?

Among the highlights of this event were the reports from small 
groups that used existing knowledge to create possible new indi-
cators that account for both ‘race’ and class without surrender-
ing to apartheid race categories. These reports suggest we can 
do much better than to capitulate to customary practice. We can 

access what lies beneath and behind ‘White’, ‘Black’, ‘Coloured’ 
and ‘Indian’ in the present. We can access what might lie beyond 
life with these categories. While indicators would need to be 
tailored to specific institutional contexts and social purposes, 
among those suggested included questions on: which languages 
you speak, read, write; whether you/your parents had the right 
to vote before 1994; what kind of setbacks, if any, you had dur-
ing high school, for example, violence at school, political action, 
pregnancy; how many generations of your family had access 
to tertiary education; whether you have access to the internet; 
whether you have access to clean water; how you get to school 
each day – by bus, by car, on foot; if on foot, how long it takes 
you to get to school.

I came away from this gathering re-assured that doing away 
with apartheid race categories in the short to medium term does 
not imply not naming ‘race’ and its effects. In closing the gather-
ing a colleague soberly reminded us that this is a process, not a 
moment. How do we keep it alive?

In her capacity as a Carnegie Resident Equity Scholar at Wits 
University, Zimitri Erasmus was among the key organisers of 
this colloquium. It was jointly hosted by the School of Human 
and Community Development, the Transformation Office 
and the Faculty of Humanities at Wits University, and by 
the Centre for Critical Research on Race and Identity at the 
University of KwaZulu-Natal.

1 Mail & Guardian online, 27 October 2010.
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A public discourse of antagonism towards certain 
differences in identities continued unabated dur-
ing 2010 in South Africa, with its primary peddler 

remaining ANC Youth League leader Julius Malema. 
Given the power of discourses to construct persons as sub-

jects in their service, it is essential to consider what this public 
rhetoric of stigmatisation could mean for the delicate project of 
democratic inclusiveness.

Unshackled from the dour managerial politics of the Mbeki 
era, the public discourse has since become replete with colourful 
but dangerous populist diatribes.

The moment marking a sharp rise in populist rhetoric was 
the change in leadership at the ANC’s national conference in 
Polokwane in 2007. Its origins can be traced back to 2005, 
when a beleaguered Jacob Zuma first sang ‘Awuleth’ umshini 
wami’ at Schabir Shaik’s corruption trial as a war cry against 
his detractors. 

By the time of Zuma’s rape trial in 2006, ‘Awuleth’ umshini 
wami’ had become his signature song. The featuring of the song 
at the trial brought together three elements that have been typi-
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cally present in the most notorious instances of populism in the 
past few years. 

Firstly, ‘Awuleth’ umshini wami’ means ‘bring my machine 
gun’ and was a song that ANC comrades sang during the strug-
gle against apartheid. In the 2000s, its conjuring of violence in 
peaceful times is indicative of a populism that does not hesi-
tate to capitalise on the past, whether by recreations of real or 
imagined struggle heroics being carried forward in a ‘national 
democratic revolution’, or by resuscitating the divisive identity 
politics of apartheid. 

Secondly, the singing of the song at the rape trial hinted at a 
masculinity steeped in violence and sustained by misogyny. 

Thirdly, it is reflective of a populism that seeks to establish 
the speaker’s status as a soldier and by implication ‘an ordinary 
man’ (apart from Winnie Madikizela-Mandela, South Africa’s 
most prominent populists are male).  

The discourses containing these elements operate at the inter-
sections of identities, most noticeably gender, sex, sexuality, 
race, ethnicity, class and age. The three elements come together 
in the following incidents.

Zuma set the stage and Malema stepped into the role, first 
courting controversy with his statement in June 2008 that he 
would ‘kill for Zuma’. 

Referring to Zuma’s rape trial in January of 2009, Malema 
told students at a rally in Cape Town: ‘When a woman didn’t 
enjoy it, she leaves early in the morning. Those who had a nice 
time will wait until the sun comes out, request breakfast and ask 
for taxi money.’

Sonke Gender Justice Network brought a charge of hate 
speech against Malema for abrogating to himself the right to 
decide what constitutes rape, objectifying women and inciting 
violence against women. Malema’s main defence was based on 
his projected class position as an ‘ordinary man’, as he referred 
to his status as a layperson who lacks tertiary education and 
could therefore have misunderstood the verdict in the Zuma 
case. 

The Equality Court magistrate concurred with Sonke, how-
ever, and in March 2010 ordered Malema to pay R50 000 to an 
organisation combating violence against women and to issue a 
public apology. Malema’s noncompliance led to his assets being 
attached in October 2010.

Malema’s response to Sonke’s complaint was to question 
whether the organisation’s leadership was ‘truly black’. He told 

a crowd at the court: ‘The black faces you see in front are not 
really black. They represent whites who are opposed to black 
rule.’ He also said that a ‘real African’ organisation would have 
resolved its issues without going to court. 

Sonke’s Mbuyiselo Botha took Malema on for playing the 
‘race card’ and referred to his own struggle credentials, which 
include sustaining a disability after an apartheid police attack.

Starting during the build-up to the 2009 election, Malema has 
also engaged in a running battle of words with the leader of 
the Democratic Alliance (DA), Helen Zille, calling her a ‘racist, 
colonialist and imperialist’. He dismissed then-DA chairperson 
Joe Seremane as a ‘garden boy’ whose ‘role it is to smile at’ 
Zille. Zille hit back in isiXhosa, calling Malema an inkwenkwe 
(uncircumcised boy) for insulting an elder. Malema retorted that 
‘culture’ demanded that women not speak about such matters. 

As parties geared up for the local government election in 
2011, Malema launched another volley in October of this year, 
in which he called Zille a ‘cockroach’ – a phrase that has in 
recent times been most commonly associated with the Rwandan 
genocide of 1994. 

Malema also provoked attention when he chased a British 
journalist from a press conference in April 2010 after the latter 
pointed out that the Youth League president lived in the wealthy 
Johannesburg suburb of Sandton. Again, ‘revolution’, race, gen-
der, sex and sexuality featured in a rant designed to deflect atten-
tion from Malema’s class status: ‘This is a revolutionary house 
and you don’t come here with your white tendency … If you’ve 
got a tendency of undermining blacks even where you work you 
are in the wrong place.’ The journalist replied, saying that was 
‘rubbish’. Malema’s retort was: ‘Rubbish is what you have cov-
ered in that trouser [sic], that is rubbish … You are a small boy, 
you can’t do anything. Bastard, go out, you bloody agent.’

Malema is the main but not sole purveyor of this discourse of 
expulsion. In March 2010 cabinet minister Lulu Xingwana was 
reported to have declared an exhibition showing black lesbians 
in intimate embraces to be ‘against nation-building’. Black les-
bians are among the excluded ‘others’, as they do not conform 
to a model of acquiescent (black) womanhood.

Elaborating on Xingwana’s version of ‘nation-building’, what 
is the picture that emerges of Malema’s nation? It is one in which 
race continues to be used for political ends but this time round 
in the service of an idealised blackness based on compliance 
with ANC leadership positions. It is also a heteronormative 
nation in which women are denied sexual autonomy and the 
right to speech. Similarly, men who do not conform are ‘lesser 
men’ (small boys; ‘garden boys’) while ‘real men’ are revolution-
aries ready to kill for their leaders. It is a nation haunted by an 
unprocessed past, with ‘agents’ and ‘colonialists’ seeking to stop 
the ‘revolution’. It is a nation in which the capital accumulation 
of the ruling class may not be questioned. This nation is neither 
democratic nor inclusive.

Christi van der Westhuizen is author of White Power and the 
Rise and Fall of the National Party.
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The future of youth 
participation in elections 
Despite the perception of a more youthful vote in 2009, EBRAHIM FAKIR 
and ZANDILE BHENGU find declining participation among young people 
in the institutions of South Africa’s political and social life. 

27% of the total registered voters for 2009’ were youth.2 
Registration statistics on those aged 18 to 29 show an overall 

increase in youth numbers: according to the IEC, 6.3 million 
youth registered in 2009, compared to approximately 5.8 mil-
lion in 2004 and 1999.

Reporting on voter turnout after the 2004 elections, the Com-
mission announced that ‘9.2 million of registered voters, repre-
senting 44.47% of all registered voters inclusive of those aged 
up to 35, were youth voters’.3 However, this statistic cannot be 
effectively compared to the 1999 and 2009 elections as no data  
for the age group of 18 to 35 exists. Rather, 43% of youth actu-
ally cast their vote in the 1999 election.4

Increased voter registration in 2009 may not be indicative of 
greater political interest: rather, a 15% increase in voter popu-
lation between 2004 and 2009 means an average increase of 
3% per year, which is not much more than the average popu-
lation growth rate of 2.4%. Population growth may therefore 
better explain the higher number of registered voters, especially 
amongst those who have come of age to become eligible voters. 

Data also point to declining rates of participation in unions 
and in social and associational clubs and societies, which in the 
past have served as primary sites for social, economic and politi-
cal socialisation. A survey conducted by the National Labour 
and Economic Development Institute (NALEDI) found that 
40% of young people in formal employment do not belong to 
trade unions. A further 40% of young people aged between 18 
and 24 are not employed, nor are they studying or participating 
in workplace training.5 They therefore do not belong to student 
or labour unions, and as a result of limited post-matric educa-
tional and job opportunities, are less likely to belong to other 
clubs and societies.

A worrisome picture emerges even from tertiary institutions, 
where participation in student council elections and social 
groups is in fact very low. The 2009 Student Representative 
Council (SRC) elections at the University of the Witwatersrand 
and the Durban University of Technology generated an aver-

South Africa’s 2009 elections were widely lauded as 
attracting unprecedented levels of youth participa-
tion, from researchers, analysts and even the Indepen-

dent Electoral Commission (IEC) itself. However, the facts 
behind this upward trend point to conclusions that defy 
what appears to have become conventional wisdom.

Understanding claims of a purported dramatic increase in 
interest and participation first requires consideration of the 
demographic that constitutes the ‘youth’. In 2000, the United 
Nations defined youth as ‘anyone ranging in age from 15 to 
24 years’. The South African IEC categorised youth as peo-
ple between the ages of 18 to 35 prior to the 2004 elections. 
This is consistent with both the National Youth Act of 1996 
and the current National Youth Policy of 2008–2013, which 
define youth as persons aged betwen 14 and 35, but takes into 
account the age of majority required to vote. However, in the 
lead-up to the 2009 polls, the IEC amended this category to  
15 to 29 years.

This non-standardisation of demographic categorisations 
introduces significant difficulties in assessing youth political 
participation. It requires particular care in drawing conclu-
sions about youth voter registration trends over time; yet, this 
data is critical if we are to come to appropriate conclusions 
about the participation of young people in elections, and more 
broadly, society and social change (or lack thereof) over time. 
For the purposes of this article, we define youth as persons 
aged 15 to 34.

The IEC recorded a total of 18.1 million South Africans 
registered ahead of the 1999 general elections, 20.6 million 
people registered to vote in 2004, and over 23 million for the 
elections in 2009. For the 1999 elections, 77% of persons in 
their twenties were registered to vote, compared to 95% of 
those over 40.

Statistics South Africa records an estimated population of 49.3 
million in 2009 as per medium variant, of which 15.5 million 
(31%) were youth aged 15 to 34.1 The IEC estimates that ‘about 
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age turnout of 23% and 25% respectively.6 Self-exclusion and 
alienation from formal societal organisations may in part serve 
to explain high youth participation in the increasingly violent 
community protests mushrooming across the country. 

More profoundly, it indicates the inability of agents of social 
and political socialisation to interpolate young people’s partici-
pation in economic and societal affairs generally, and in formal 
political processes such as elections in particular.   

These statistics may be early indicators of a level of socio-
economic differentiation amongst young South Africans. Those 
privileged by their access to education and resultant social 
mobility may opt out of political and electoral processes per-
ceived to be inefficient, passé and ineffective in responding to 
their interests and claims. The less privileged (as well as those 
reliant on connections to the political elite) may still be keenly 
interested in political processes that produce goods and services 
as a direct outcome.

Roberts and Letsoalo (2009) also find that there are ‘sig-
nificant racial differences in attitudes within the younger gen-
eration, with black youth expressing more positive attitudes or 
“democratic enthusiasm”’.7 

South Africa’s youth have always been, and continue to be, 
politically active. However, interest in elections as an instrument 
of political contestation is moderate. Instead, other forms of 
political expression – through cultural channels such as theatre 
and music, as well as direct action and protest – remain salient 

features, and indeed appear to have gained traction in the politi-
cal firmament of young people.

For those who fear the peril of low election turnout, there is 
some good news. Survey data also confirm that age is a critical 
factor in voter registration: those who are unwilling to partici-
pate in political contestation through elections, such as youth 
who prefer other modes of political expression and other 
actions, are more likely to register and vote with age. 

Ebrahim Fakir is manager and Zandile Bhengu an intern at 
the Governance Institutions and Processes Department at 
the Electoral Institute for the Sustainability of Democracy in 
Africa (EISA).        

1 Statistics South Africa, 2009. ‘Mid-year population estimates.’ Available 
at: http://www.statssa.gov.za 

2 IEC National Office, 8 December 2009.
3 IEC, 2005. ‘Report on the National and Provincial Elections of 14 April 

2004’, Pretoria: IEC, p 10.
4 Misra-Dexter, N., 2009. ’Election Brief: The Youth Vote,’ Idasa.
5 COSATU, 2010. ‘Press Statement: COSATU commemorates Youth Day’, 

15 June 2010. 
6 Email correspondence between Zandile Bhengu and SRC President Bafa-

na Nhlapo, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, 12 August 
2010; correspondence between Zandile Bhengu and SRC Manager Malu-
si Phakamani Nxumalo, Durban University of Technology, 12 August 
2010. 

7 Roberts, B and Letsoalo, T., 2009. ‘The young and the restless: Political 
apathy and the youth,’ HSRC Review Vol 7 No 1, April 2009.  
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DEMOCRATIC PARTICIPATION IN CRADOCK
This resource guide is the first in 
the new series, Building Blocks for 
Democracy. The resource guide for 
educators has been developed in part-
nership with the Eastern Cape Educa-
tion Department, Cradock. It outlines 
the series of workshops held as part 
of his project which included the oral 
writing process, development of story-
boards for short films, using the inter-
view transcript, and how oral histories 

could make a contribution to democratise the local archives.
The guide traces in broad outline the origins of democracy 
in the world and explores in greater detail the contributions 
made by locals in the attainment of democracy in South Africa.  
Project participants were drawn from local high schools and 
community members. Learners documented the contributions 
made by lesser known participants, in the struggle for democ-
racy, by conducting oral history interviews and producing short 
visual representations of their findings.

2009 TRANSFORMATION AUDIT
Recession and Recovery assesses 
the concrete impact that negative 
growth in 2009 had on longer-term 
prospects for creating an equitable 
and just economic dispensation in 
South Africa. Successive editions of 
this publication have shown that the 
quest for economic transformation is 
a challenging one under the best of 
circumstances; the implications of a 
recession undoubtedly compound 

the magnitude of the task. Will South Africa sustain its trans-
formational momentum in the economy in a context of shrink-
ing government revenues, growing material insecurity and a 
substantial decline in employment levels? How will the new 
Zuma administration navigate its way through these troubled 
waters? This collection of articles assesses key aspects of the 
state of South Africa’s economic transformation in one of the 
most challenging years since democratisation, and examines 
prospects for, and challenges to, recovery.

IN THE BALANCE
Reconciliation is an open and urgent 
question. We do not agree about what 
reconciliation means. We do not agree 
about how it works. We certainly do not 
agree about what it has done or the ways 
in which it can be brought to bear on 
the problems that confront South Africa 
today. In short, reconciliation keeps us 
off balance. A source of strength that 
sits at the very heart of South Africa’s 
remarkable transition to democracy, rec-

onciliation is also a frustrating fault line and a yet unfulfilled 
promise. There are no simple answers. As the leading voices in 
this book make clear, the question of reconciliation is a question 
that must be debated – together – with a candid acknowledge-
ment that the disagreements provoked by reconciliation are an 
opportunity to interact and learn from one another. Only by 
sharing our diverging accounts of reconciliation will we come to 
terms with its contested legacy, its contemporary meaning, and 
its future possibilities. Direct and thought-provoking, the essays 
in In the Balance offer staunch defences and pointed criticisms 
of reconciliation. Together, they challenge the conventional wis-
dom and sound an important call: once again, it is time to ask 
after reconciliation’s meaning, practice and value. 

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: Kate Lefko-Everett
DESIGN & CONCEPT: Compress DSL
PRINTING: RSA Litho

IMAGES: All © Picturenet, except page 3: © IJR 

 

THE INSTITUTE FOR JUSTICE AND RECONCILIATION

For project updates, analysis and commentary, visit the  
SA Reconciliation Barometer blog at 

http://www.sabarometerblog.wordpress.com

This publication has been made possible with the financial support of the 
Royal Netherlands Embassy, the Swedish International Development 
Cooperation Agency (SIDA), the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation 
and the Evangelischer Entwicklungsdienst (EED). The views expressed 
herein do not necessarily represent those of our donors. 

CONTRIBUTE TO THE RECONCILIATION 
BAROMETER NEWSLETTER
Established authors interested in contributing to forthcoming editions of 
the SA Reconciliation Barometer newsletter should contact Kate Lefko-
Everett, editor, on (021) 763 7128 or kate@ijr.org.za.


