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AN OPEN letter to Liam Christian 

Ferreira and those others as yet un-

named who desecrated mosques in 

Simon’s Town and  Kalk Bay

LIAM, and others who share your 
views: As a fellow South African, I 
am most surprised and dismayed 
by your Facebook comments con-
demning the Muslim call to prayer 
from mosques, particularly in the 
Cape where you live. 

Among other insulting state-
ments, you say: “Why do I need to 
put up with an Arabic tradition cre-
ated in the dessert (sic) thousands 
of  years ago?”  

It is difficult to imagine any 
adult in this country who is ignor-
ant of  the appalling damage and 
suffering to millions caused by 
apartheid – a doctrine based on the 
misuse of  religion to justify the su-
premacy of  the white race, and the 
policy of  subordination of  all other 
races in order to achieve a selfish, 
misguided political agenda.

Liam, you have as your second 
name, “Christian”, that of  the reli-
gion – originating 2 0000 years ago, 
in the Middle East, among dark-
skinned peoples – whose Founder 
exhorted, along with numerous 
other well-known sayings, “Do to 
others as you would have them do 
to you”, “Love your enemies...”, 
“Blessed are the peacemakers...”   

Are you not aware that, like it 
or not, we all live in a global village 
where the benefits of  thousands 
of  years of  civilisation, such as 
access to art, music, architecture, 
cities with their countless life- 

enhancing amenities, contempor-
ary medical discoveries and pro-
cedures, enlightened education, 
democracy, the protection of  human 
rights, and equality under the law – 
to name but some – are part of  our 
immeasurably rich heritage?

And these riches originated in 
ancient Greece, Asia, India, Europe, 
Britain and many other countries 
spread across this planet we call our 
home.

Part of  our global endowment 
also involves the inestimable wealth 
of  the teachings of  various reli-
gious traditions, all attempting in 
different, but similar, ways to guide 
humans in our quest for meaning 
in this vast, complex, mysterious, 
frightening, exciting universe. 

We work, play, love, suffer, and 
die, wondering where this all leads. 

Is there more to life than simply 
the material world around us? 

Why are we here, is there life be-
yond the grave, how should we act to 
make this world a place where all its 
inhabitants can progress towards 

genuine fulfilment?   
Great religious teachers and 

thinkers like Confucius, Socrates, 
Moses, Isaiah, Zoroaster, The Bud-
dha, Jesus, Muhammad, Ashoka, 
Guru Nanak, Mirabai, Rumi, 
Rabiah, Francis of  Assisi, Teresa 
of  Avila, Swami Vivekananda, and 
many others, have bequeathed us 
their wisdom and experience on 
how to live a life full of  a sense of  
reverence, and appreciate the value 
of  all creation. 

We are fortunate in South Africa 
to have in our midst a variety of  re-
ligious traditions. 

In addition to Christianity, we 
have well-established communities 
of  Hindus, Muslims, Jews, African 
Traditional religions, all contribut-
ing to a vibrant, colourful, challen-
ging and enriching experience of  
spirituality.  

We must always be mindful of  
the powerful influence religion has 
for good and ill in the world, clearly 
distinguishing what promotes the 
enhancement of  all life, human and 

non-human, from what has harmful 
consequences. 

Too much contemporary re-
ligious activity promotes fear of  
the Other, resulting in suspicion, 
intolerance, exclusiveness and div-
isiveness.

All religions have the potential 
to inspire humanity to build a bet-
ter world. 

They all agree on the centrality 
of  what has become known as the 
Golden Rule: “Do not do to others 
what you would not like them to do 
to you.”  

This means we must develop 
respect for those of  other faith 
traditions in our perilously divid-
ed country, and troubled, alienated 
world. 

Much wisdom can be found in 
the words of  Karen Armstrong, re-
ligious commentator, who regularly 
visits America attempting to assist 
with its Muslim-Christian relations, 
currently exacerbated by the hate 
speech of  Donald Trump:  

“We are now living in such an 
interrelated world that we are all 
implicated in one another’s tra-
gedies. Somehow we have to find 
ways of  doing what religion – at its  
best – has done for centuries: build 
a sense of  global community, culti-
vate a sense of  reverence and ‘equa-
nimity’ for all, and take responsib-
ility for the suffering we see in the 
world.” 

So, as citizens of  this beautiful 
country – and this awe-inspiring 
planet – we all, every one of  us, 
needs to learn to rejoice in the rich-
ness and variety of  life and experi-
ence we encounter around us. And 
to do everything possible to make 
this world a more unified, peaceful, 
safe and compassionate place. 

● Diesel has a PhD in 

Religious Studies from the 

University of  Natal and also 

taught in that department.

SA fortunate to have a variety of faiths Beachfront a beacon of hope
MOST commentators marked 
down 2016 as a really bad year for 
South Africa. The downward spiral 
began with dealing with the finance 
minister fiasco, Guptagate intensi-
fied, together with debates around 
Zuma’s failed presidency, corrup-
tion and continued assassinations 
in Durban before the local elections. 

And 2017 is set to be a tumultu-
ous year, politically, also.

But after a torrid 2016 Durban 
has had a great festive season. Our 
beaches have been full and the city 
has been humming with energy and 
optimism. 

Even the city’s fiercest critics 
cannot deny that that new beach-
front is a triumph of  urban develop-
ment and management.

Writing in The Mercury recent-
ly, former city manager Michael 
Sutcliffe reminded us about the spa-
tial nature of  under-development in 
South Africa, and how far we have 
come in integrating city spaces. It is 
truly wonderful that thousands and 
thousands of  people had the chance 
to enjoy our beachfront over the fes-
tive season.

The beachfront is now a 
democratic space that is open to all 
residents in our city, and is as im-
pressive as any public space any-
where in the world. It is certainly 
the best constructed, best managed 
and most impressive public space 
anywhere in South Africa.

Our public services are often 
shocking. But down at the beach-
front, rubbish is collected first 
thing every morning. There is no 
doubt we can do with less littering, 
though. The police are a discrete 
and reassuring presence and the 
lifesavers provide an excellent  
service . 

Private services are often pretty 
pathetic in South Africa, but on the 
beachfront one can now get an excel-
lent meal and a world-class espresso 
with a warm smile.

The beachfront is not just the 

most important asset in our tourism 
industry – it is also one of  the only 
spaces in our country where South 
Africans of  all colours and class-
es can gather to enjoy our country 
together. The social value of  this is 
invaluable.

And this genuinely world-class 
space is, along with Durban’s pree-
minence in the popular music so 
enjoyed by our youth, making the 
city a far hipper and more exciting 
place to be for people in the rest of  
the country than it was a few years 
back. With the right vision, this new 
excitement about Durban could be 
put to good use.

Tenderpreneurs

Of  course the critical thing is 
that the beachfront must be kept out 
of  the hands of  the tenderpreneurs. 
They have done massive damage 
to public housing in the city, and if  
the beachfront falls into the hands 
of  the class that gets government 
contracts in exchange for political 
support, it will soon be run into the 
ground.

But while the municipality must 
be congratulated in the ongoing 
achievement that is the new beach-
front, their success here does raise 
real questions about their failures 
elsewhere. 

If  the city can build and main-
tain a world-class public space, the 
question arises as to why educa-
tion is such a disaster, policing is 
increasingly politicised and brutal, 
and why public spaces in the poor 
parts of  the city are often in a ter-
rible state? 

Even in lower Glenwood, parks 
are overgrown, poorly managed (if  
at all), and have become sites of  pub-
lic danger rather than public recrea-
tion. The success of  the beachfront 
shows us that the city and the state 
in general can do things well, even 
brilliantly, when it really wants to. 

The lesson that this leaves us 
with is that if  we want a state that 
really works – if  we want world-
class parks in Phoenix and Umlazi, 
if  we want decent public housing, 
proper hospitals and the like – we, 
the citizens, will have to create the 
pressure that will create the polit-
ical will to deliver. 

Without that pressure, the public 
purse will continue to be looted. Or-
dinary South Africans are not will-
ing to accept a political class that is 
more predatory than development-
al.

Things have been hard in South 
Africa, and without much sign of  
hope since the Marikana massacre. 

But we are often reminded of  
what our democracy was supposed 
to be like. 

And Durban shone with promise 
over the festive season. 

There is no reason why our 
whole city cannot be as well man-
aged as our spectacular beachfront. 

It’s time to put our shoulders to 
the wheel.

There is a window of  opportun-
ity which, if  made proper use of, 
could make sure that Durban’s fu-
ture looks more like the wonderful, 
open and democratic space of  the 
beachfront, or the People’s Park, 
than the closed, private space of  
Gateway and the gated commun-
ities around it.

● Buccus is a senior research 

associate at ASRI, Research 

Fellow in the School of  Social 

Sciences at UKZN and academic 

director of  a university study 

abroad programme on political 

transformation.

First lady was convinced they could
US President Barack Obama has used his memorable ‘Yes we can’ motto since his first Senate campaign in 2004, and he closed his farewell 

speech this week with the same three words. But they might have not been part of his legacy, writes Katie Mettler

P
RESIDENT Barack Obama 
bid farewell to the nation on 
Tuesday night in the same 
city where he began his 

quest for the presidency, with the 
same three words that launched it.

“Yes, we can,” he said during his 
farewell address in Chicago. “Yes, 
we did. Yes, we can.”

The phrase – alongside “change 
we can believe in”, “Hope” and 
“fired up and ready to go” – is 
among the most indelible slogans 
the first black president employed 
to convey his political message dur-
ing the last decade.

“Yes we can” defined his most 
famous 2008 speeches in New Hamp-
shire and in Chicago’s Grant Park, 
and was chanted at political rallies 
nationwide. It appeared on cam-
paign posters and inspired a song 
and celebrity-packed music video 
by artist will.i.am.

And, like some of  the nation’s 
most revered word arrangements, it 
almost didn’t happen.

Obama initially thought the 
almost lyrical catchphrase was 
“corny”.

His wife convinced him other-
wise.

That pivotal moment for “yes we 
can” came in 2004, when Obama was 
running for the US Senate in Illinois 
as a long-shot, “seriously under-
funded” candidate, political advis-
er David Axelrod wrote in his 2015 
memoir Believer: My Forty Years in 

Politics.
Axelrod, at the time Obama’s 

campaign media adviser, had writ-
ten, as the very last line of  Obama’s 
very first 30-second senate cam-
paign ad, the words “Yes We Can”.

“The initial ad, narrated by 
Obama, wove his personal history 
of  defying the odds – as the first 
black president of  the Harvard Law 
Review and on issues such as death 
penalty reform – into a parable 
about breaking down barriers,” 
Axelrod said in the book. 

“It had strong appeal to the black 
and liberal voters on whom we were 
counting. The closing lines tied his 
personal history to a larger theme.”

“Now they say we can’t change 
Washington,” the much younger 
Obama says in the ad. “I’m Barack 
Obama, I’m running for the United 
States Senate and I approve this 
message to say, ‘Yes We Can’!”

Obama taped the ad at the home 
of  a neighbour, Axelrod wrote, and 
when he read the words aloud dur-
ing the first take, the young can-
didate “wrinkled his face and ex-
pressed a concern”.

“’Yes we can’,” he repeated. “Is 
that too corny?”

Michelle Obama, who had an 
hour of  spare time and had come to 
watch her husband film the first ad, 
listened from a staircase as Axelrod 

explained his rationale for the final 
three words. Obama was uncon-
vinced. He turned to his wife.

“Meesh,” Axelrod recalls Obama 
asking, “What do you think?”

Chin in hand, she shook her 
head slowly, side to side, and said: 
“Not corny”.

“That was enough,” Axelrod 
wrote in the book. “My reassurance 
had left Obama still wondering, 
but he deeply trusted Michelle’s in-
stincts and connection with people. 
Her imprimatur immediately 
sealed the deal, preserving a tag line 
that would become our rallying cry 
in this and future campaigns.”

In an interview with The New 
York Times Magazine about that 
moment in 2004, Axelrod credited 
the future first lady with the save.

“Thank God she was there that 

day,” he told The Times. Though 
Obama’s origin story with the 
phrase began in 2004, its roots as a 
unifying slogan for community or-
ganisers dates back to the time of  
American labour leader Cesar Cha-
vez, who co-founded with Dolores 
Huerta the United Farm Workers’ 
Association (later the United Farm 
Workers) and first uttered the words 
in Spanish.

“Si, se puede”, he said during his 
25-day Fast for Love in 1972, after 
the Arizona legislature passed a 
bill sponsored by the Farm Bureau 
denying farmworkers the right to 
strike during harvest seasons, ac-
cording to the Cesar Chavez Foun-
dation.

Just a few days into his strike, 
weakened and bedridden, Chavez, 
with Huerta by his side, was briefed 

by Latino labour and political lead-
ers fighting the bill. They told him 
the grower lobby was too strong and 
efforts to fight it were futile.

“No, no se puede!” they told him.
“No, no it can’t be done.”
Still in bed, Chavez lifted his 

head from the pillow and whis-
pered: “Si, si se puede!”

“Yes, yes, it can be done.”
“Dolores Huerta immediately 

understood the significance of  the 
words and made the slogan the 
rallying cry for the farmworkers’ 
campaign in Arizona,” the Founda-
tion wrote, adding that “si se puede!” 
went on to be “adopted worldwide, 
inspiring advocates of  everything 
from other labour struggles and 
community empowerment to civil 
rights and immigrant rights”.

Obama’s 2008 use of  the more 

colloquial translation of  the phrase, 
“Yes we can” is probably the most 
popular iteration of  the rallying  
cry. 

At a campaign rally in Nevada 
that same year, his crowd chanted 
the Spanish version – “Si, se puede!” 
– and the candidate chimed in, a 
move that drew some criticism at 
the time because the UFW had en-
dorsed his Democratic primary 
challenger, Hillary Clinton.

But the Cesar Chavez Founda-
tion told TIME in 2008 that it didn’t 
mind Obama employing the phrase:

“The foundation itself  is com-
fortable with him using the slogan 
‘Si se Puede’ and so is the UFW to a 
certain extent,” said Paul Chavez, 
who works with the foundation. 

“Being that the UFW is very 
strongly for organised labour and 

they have a very strong commit-
ment to the Clinton camp, there was 
some conflict internally. 

“The way that it played out 
was that as long as any individual, 
whether it’s Hillary, whether it’s 
Obama, maintains and supports the 
standards of  what the slogan is… 
we’re comfortable with it because 
we really feel that it shouldn’t be 
limited to just one camp. It’s a battle 
cry, a call to action, whether it’s to 
voting or getting out and participat-
ing in the political process.” 

Years later, in 2012, when Obama 
was handing out that year’s Presi-
dential Medals of  Freedom, he  
credited Huerta with coining the 
three-word phrase that defined the 
UFW movement and now his own 
ascent.

“Dolores was very gracious 
when I told her I had stolen her 
slogan, ‘Si, se puede’. Yes, we can,” 
Obama said during the Medal of  
Freedom ceremony. “Knowing her, 
I’m pleased she let me off  easy, be-

cause Dolores does not play.”
Obama revived the Spanish 

phrase once more in an address to 
the Cuban people in March.

And in Chicago on Tuesday 
night, the president bookended 
his presidency with the signature 
words – with a nod to the theme of  
“change” that resonated with many 
Americans during his eight years in 
office.

“I am asking you to believe. Not 
in my ability to bring about change 
– but in yours,” he said. “I am asking 
you to hold fast to that faith written 
into our founding documents; that 
idea whispered by slaves and abo-
litionists; that spirit sung by immi-
grants and homesteaders and those 
who marched for justice; that creed 
reaffirmed by those who planted 
flags from foreign battlefields to the 
surface of  the moon; a creed at the 
core of  every American whose story 
is not yet written:

“Yes, we can. Yes, we did. Yes, we 
can.” – The Washington Post

Alleyn 
Diesel

First lady Michelle Obama hugs President Obama after his farewell address at McCormick Place in Chicago on Tuesday. PICTURE: AP
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Obama, still a senator, shares a laugh with senior campaign adviser 
David Axelrod, left, in 2008. It was Axelrod who first wrote the three 
little words that would define Obama’s presidency. PICTURE: AP

Barack Obama on the campaign trail in New Jersey in 2008. Initially he 
thought the catchphrase ‘Yes we can’ was corny. PICTURE: AP

The Kalk Bay mosque that was defaced when intruders broke into the 
building via the back door and splattered blood on the altar. Last week, 
a pig’s snout was found at the entrance of a Simon’s Town mosque.
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