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POPE FRANCIS continues to fas-
cinate me. Since taking over the 
papacy in 2013, he has spoken out on 
inequality, refugees, climate change 
and last week, on the oppressed 
Rohingya Muslims 
in Myanmar. 

At a time of  a per-
ceived clash of  civili-
sations, his is a voice 
of  reason and sanity. 
I am not about to pro-
duce a hagiography. 
History will be the 
judge. 

T h o s e  wh o 
fawned over Gandhi, 
Madiba, even Mother 
Theresa have all had 
their fill of  egg-on-
their-face.

His record over 
the sex abuse scan-
dals facing the 
Church has been 
mixed and inconclu-
sive. He hasn’t 
changed the approach to abortion, 
and his call for more mercy on the 
gay and lesbian community hasn’t 
exactly been revolutionary.

Moreover, as a journalist, I am 
rather wary of  humanity that bor-
ders on theatrics. 

He is on a mission to build a 
more inclusive Church, so he takes 

selfies. The very public attempt to 
appear in touch is PR genius. That 
said, I also understand that there 
will be a limit to what he can do and 
say as the Pope.

At least we know he is not a pol-
itician promising ideals beyond his 
ambit. But overall, 

Pope Francis continues to place 
human dignity at the top of  his 
agenda. Today, there is no one with 
comparable moral authority – any-
where on the planet – who speaks to 
real, tangible local and global dilem-

mas.
When he 

spoke about the 
hardships faced 
by the Rohing-
ya in Myanmar, 
he cut to the 
point. He said 
they were being 
“tortured, killed 
simply because 
they wanted to 
live their cul-
ture and their 
Muslim  faith. 
They have 
been thrown 
out of  Myan-
mar, moved…
because no one 
wants them. 

But they are 
good people, peaceful people. 

They are not Christian. They are 
good people. They are our brothers 
and sisters.”

In the face of  rising Islamophob-
ia across many parts of  the globe 
and rising populism that has seen 
Muslims scapegoated for social and 
economic failings, the Pope’s com-

ments are invaluable. 
His predecessor Pope Benedict 

expressed a fear of  Muslims taking 
over Europe, but Pope Francis has 
called the European identity “a dy-
namic, multicultural identity”.

To quell rising Islamophobia in 

the US as well, he told Congress that 
“no religion is immune from forms 
of  individual delusion or ideologic-
al extremism” and that we must all 
beware “the enemy within”. But 
who is listening? And how much 
power does he actually wield?

Atheists or the religiously ag-
nostic in Europe or the US have long 
separated religion from their social 
or political affairs. 

The Pope is still seen as archaic, 
his values obsolete for his inability 
to move fully on gay rights, or abor-

tion. 
Those on the far right – many 

Christian – have rejected the Pope’s 
mutterings as left, liberal moon-
shine, political speak accompanied 
by job and income losses.A Pew 
Poll  in April 2016 showed only 11% 
of  Catholics in the US “rely a great 
deal” on the Pope for guidance. 
More importantly, 15% of  all Amer-
icans (of  any religious group) said 
they turned to a religious leader for 
guidance. A purported 82% relied 
on “own research” for making deci-
sions.

Religious leaders have been trad-
itionally pitted as anti-modern, re-
gressive and out of  touch, but Pope 
Francis has repeatedly demonstrat-
ed that values, even traditional 
religious values, can bring san-
ity to an increasingly, embittered 
world.In 2013, at the cusp of  what 
was to become the “refugee crisis” 
in Europe, he said “migrants and 
refugees are not pawns on human-
ity’s chessboard ” and denounced 
the “globalisation of  indifference to 
migrants”.

By focusing on the failings of  the 
global economic system, including 
poverty, consumerism and a dis-
dain for the poor as a driving force 
for refugees and migrants, the Pope 
identified inequality as one of  the 
driving forces of  hate today.

That he remains ignored is part 
of  the arrogance of  eurocentrism 
that created much of  the mess in the 
first place.
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Pope shunned by those who should lend an ear

Buyers 
are often
wrong

THE CUSTOMER is always right 
goes the proverbial saying. But I 
fail dismally to exercise my rights 
as a customer. This has led to a few 
instances where I have been mis-
treated by my fellow black brothers 
and sisters. 
The latest encounter was at the Mc-
Donald’s in Hatfield on Sunday. 

It was at about 10.30pm when I 
popped in there for my biggest ad-
diction – McDee fries. I walked in, 
not forgetting my struggle of  open-
ing the door – Pull vs Push. I man-
aged to get it right eventually. 

I greeted the crew-member with 
a big smile. I placed my order, gave 
her my bank card, did the trans-
action and took my card back, and 
ran to the bathroom. 

When I came back there was a 
commotion around the cashiers. 
A young white lady about my age 
came from the drive-through to ask 
for her order. 

Apparently they went off-line 
just as I disappeared to the bath-
room. So the lady helping me asked 
if  I’d got a decline notification on 
my phone. I hadn’t, it wasn’t de-
clined. She then said: “We can’t give 
you your order. Wait a few minutes, 
the signal is back. I want to see if  we 
can retrieve the last transaction.”

I kept quiet. But I knew it had 
gone through. My bank notifies me 
with declines immediately. 

The white young lady continued 
to demand they give her her order. 
Even though her transaction, like 
mine, didn’t show that it went 
through, the cashier helping me and 
the manager ran around to get her 
order of  a Chicken Foldover meal 
and Double Quarter-Pounder meal. 

“Please forgive us, we will get 
your meal just now. We are sorry for 
the inconvenience.”

They then called each other to 
organise her meal. Needless to say 
that she was rude towards them, 
given the unforeseen technical 
glitches they experienced. But re-
member, “the customer is always 
right”.

Meanwhile, I am asked to wait 
for them to make sure if  my own 
transaction went through or not. 

This isn’t black and white. It’s 
different shades of  black battling it 
out. Mind you, in her explanation to 
me, there was no “sorry, please and 
forgive” to show remorse. 

But the white lady next to me got 
them all. The cashier’s “apology” 
to me was plain rude and dry. The 
white lady was screaming and 
shouting and yelling. In a few 
seconds, her meal was in her hands. 
I was still waiting. This took me 
back to earlier in the year at the Pep 
store in Lillian Ngoyi and Pretorius 
Streets in the Pitori CBD.

I walked into the store looking 
for a pair of  tracksuits. I looked 
and I couldn’t find them. I greeted 
and asked one of  the guys on the 
floor, and he said, “Walk down the 
aisle, turn left and they will be on 
your right”. He was busy unpacking 
some cargoes. Lawfully he is sup-
posed to take me there. But I’m 
not one to make a fuss about such 
things. 

Just as I was about to walk away, 
coincidentally, a white guy asked 
him about the same stuff. Guess 
what the floor guy did? He left what 
he was doing (rightfully so) and 
walked him to where I was head-
ing. I picked my colour and size and 
went straight up to him. He knew 
what this confrontation was about. 
Without hesitation he said; “Uyazi 

kuthi izingamula zinjani mfowethu” 
(You know how white people are). 

In my head I am thinking, yes I 
do. They know their rights. But I am 
too dumb to practise them because 
in our African culture, such things 
shouldn’t give us sleepless nights.

But the supremacy of  white 
people in South Africa isn’t entirely 
embraced by some white people. It 
is the very same black people who 
are always complaining about being 
mistreated by white customers who 
treat them like royalty while treat-
ing fellow blacks like peasants.

When you get to a restaurant, a 
black sister or brother serves you 
with the dirtiest attitude, but still 
has the nerve to turn to the next 
table that happens to be occupied 
by whites and give them a Colgate 
smile. So I have learned the hard 
way; where services are concerned, 
a customer isn’t always right. But 
a customer who knows his or her 
rights will always be treated right. 

I have just had enough with play-
ing cool in restaurants – with both 
black and white waitrons.
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Transformation rhetoric is tired
It would serve the ANC much better to shift the narrative to governance and 

building the capacity of the state, writes Imraan Buccus

T
HE rhetoric of  radical 
socio-economic trans-
formation is doled out by 
the ANC with increasing 

 frequency. President Jacob Zuma 
didn’t miss a beat in last week’s 
State of  the Nation address. 

Each time it comes up, it sounds 
more unconvincing to an increas-
ingly cynical populace.

It is hard to fathom why the 
ANC, after almost a quarter cen-
tury of  holding all the levers of  
state power, still insists on speaking 
as if  it is fighting for power. There is 
something deeper. Most likely gov-
ernance failure and the incapacity 
of  the state to deliver.

For a time, there were a good 
many who entertained the sugges-
tion that it was white monopoly cap-
ital and the likes of  Anton Rupert 
who were holding the economy in a 
stranglehold. 

Capital does, indeed, have a great 
deal to answer for, but certainly not 
the failings and corruption that per-
vade the ANC government.

With the proliferation of  fake 
news and planted story lines, it is 
becoming more and more believable 
that these straw demons are being 
invented in back rooms by shadowy 
paid propagandists.

Those are not just the grimy 
public relations agencies who com-
mand top dollar from their plush 
offices in London and elsewhere. 
One or a cluster of  those was used 
to sell the unsuspecting world the 
lie of  weapons of  mass destruction 
in Iraq. That has led to a crisis of  
unfathomable proportions, continu-
ing daily carnage in the Middle East 
and has given a loophole to extrem-
ists like Islamic State to flourish.

Such as the idea that deposing 
Saddam Hussein and Muammar 
Gaddafi would usher in a brave new 
world, we are now being asked to be-
lieve that dispossessing Rupert of  
his wealth will automatically bring 
economic freedom. 

That narrative is being peddled 
by a curious assemblage that in-
cludes the Progressive Profession-
als Forum and the Black Land First. 

Quite where these Johnny-come-

latelies get their funding from and 
why the president would want to 
give the PPF an ear to hold back key 
legislation like the Financial Intel-
ligence Centre Amendment Bill, 
makes one increasingly curious.

One wonders why the PPF does 
not work within the structures 
of  the ANC when all other fellow  
travellers like the dissident vet-
erans and energised students are 
urged to do so.

One line of  thought is that the 
PPF tsars are unacceptable on the 
ground and unable to get a foothold 
within ANC branches. Black  Land 
First’s lone fighter is someone who 
famously broke with the EFF lead-
er and was publicly denuded of  his 
T-shirt. 

Beyond the thin veneer of  con-
trived radicalism is the all too ap-
parent visage of  a lobbyist for hire.

The objective here may not be an 
implosion of  the state like in Libya 
or Iraq, but it is quite plausible that 
the end goal is not dissimilar. 

The key prize is capturing the 
state and its booty.

Radical socio-economic trans-
formation has a seductive ring to 
it, but it hides more than it reveals. 
As things stand or likely to go if  the 
chairs on the deck of  the Titanic are 
rearranged with a cabinet reshuffle, 
the Gupta train having coasted for a 
while, will again gather speed.

It is no coincidence that the 
Guptas are heavily invested in 

sectors which are geared towards 
the multibillion-rand black indus-
trialists programme. One cannot 
quarrel with state-directed invest-
ment in heavy industry. The Soviet 
development model is a prime ex-
ample of  how successful that can 
be. The USSR went from a feudal 
agrarian economy to putting a man 
into space in less than a generation. 
Whereas the Russian revolution 
was directed by an ideology and 
sense of  purpose (flawed as it was 
in implementation), the ANC by 
its own admission is riddled with 
thieves making it more and more 

difficult for the honest revolution-
ary cadres to hold their ground.

It will take a lot more than for-
eign PR agencies and paid tweets to 
make a convincing case for radical 
socio-economic transformation, let 
alone why already rich business-
men should be privileged with an 
industrialists’ programme while 
the army of  the poor and the jobless 
is growing. 

It would serve the ANC much 
better to shift the narrative to gov-
ernance and building the capacity 
of  the state if  it is to regain popular 
support as an agent of  change.

Debate on deficiencies within 
both state and party dominates 
ANC jamborees but the resolve to 
shake things up is eerily absent.

Like the rhetoric of  the Sona, no 
one appears to want to go anywhere 
too quickly. More tragic is the belief  
that takes “it’s our turn to eat” to 
another level by saying “let’s gorge 
ourselves quicker as we may not re-
turn to power in 2019 or 2024”.

The ANC is a sorry sight on 
the back benches of  Joburg, Cape 
Town, Nelson Mandela Bay and Tsh-
wane, whimpering where it once 
ruled. The people who govern there 

are not counter-revolutionaries. 
They were elected by the people. As 
things stand, the 2020 Sona  is likely 
to be a quiet affair with no Zuma for 
the EFF to rail against.

But then one doesn’t know quite 
know how the ANC folks in overalls 
will misbehave.
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COMMENT

The ANC needs to shake things up if it plans on remaining the dominant party, and to stop claiming white monopoly is holding the economy in a stranglehold, suggests the writer.

Pope Francis has repeatedly demonstrated that values can bring a semblance of sanity to an increasingly 
embittered world, says the writer.  PICTURE: REUTERS
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AT WORLD’S END

Today, no one with 
comparable moral 
authority – on the 
planet – speaks to 
real, tangible local 
and global dilemmas


