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JACOB Zuma may soon need to 
explain his reasons for remov-
ing Pravin Gordhan as finance 
minister. 

This was disastrous for SA. 
Fund for Peace, an organisation 
that ranks countries in an annual 
index by assessing them across 
socio-economic and political indi-
cators to identify potential risk of  
social and political turmoil, has 
indicated that South Africa has de-
teriorated. In assessing the world’s 
most fragile states, SA came in at 96 
out of  178 countries – a decade ago 
SA was 132. They have indicated 
this latest slide is largely because 
of  Gordhan’s removal and the gen-
eral fragmentation in our political 
leadership.

And we have suffered down-
grades in our investment rating. 
It’s clear the international busi-
ness community has lost faith in 
our leadership. But there are also 
strong voices at home speaking out 
to warn us against the path we’re 
on. Some years ago people, like 
Bishop Rubin Phillip, said we were 
witnessing “the dimming of  our 
democratic dawn” and it’s time to 
sit up and take notice.

We’ve been moving away from 
our democratic commitments for 
some time now. The repression of  
civil society formations and grass-
roots movements is one sign. Then 
there is the abuse of  state institu-
tions.

We have also seen an attempt 
to roll back press freedom, and 
this week we saw an attack on the  

judiciary coming from KZN.
Most middle-class activists were 

silent when grassroots activists 
were facing repression. Now that 
repression is coming the way of  the 
middle-class, they need to ensure 
they enjoy the respect of  grassroots 
activists. Many middle-class activ-
ists, be they nationalists, on the left 
or liberals, have in the past been re-

duced to watching popular protests 
unfold on their televisions.

We live in a divided country. So-
cial cohesion is a wonderful idea, 
but it’s not a reality. And while the 
middle-classes natter on about 
race, class is the central divide that 
determines people’s life chances.

The Marikana massacre has 
brought this reality home to 

many. It has blown our political 
discourse apart. How can we talk 
so easily about race as the cen-
tral issue in our society when the 
mine at Marikana has made some 
politicians billionaires? Or when 
Khulubuse Zuma grows fat off  the 
Aurora mine while workers at the 
mine, of  all races, began to starve 
after months without pay? Our old 
certainties are breaking down.

None of  us really know what 
the future holds. But two things are 
clear. One is that the poor no longer 
trust the organisations that claim 
to represent them and are repre-
senting themselves. Wildcat strikes 
are spreading. And the rebellion 
of  the poor has been raging in our 
shack settlements for many years. 

The other is that the state is re-
sponding to self-organisation with 
increasingly brutal repression.

It seems there is a de facto state 
of  emergency in some parts of  
the country. These are dangerous 
times. If  we allow new norms to set 
in, we won’t be able to undo them. 
We need to remember what hap-
pened to India after the Naxalbari 
massacre or Zimbabwe after the 
massacres in Matabeleland. 

It’s essential that we all stand up 
to defend democracy, or authoritar-
ian norms will become set in stone. 
And it’s not just states that find au-
thoritarianism habit-forming. 

Sometimes people living in an 
authoritarian state lose confidence 
in democratic institutions and 

turn to popular authoritarianism 
to make their voices heard. We’ve 
seen this in India. We are already 
seeing the beginnings here. Strikes 
are now more or less routinely ac-
companied by violence.

Standing up for democracy 
doesn’t mean we should rally be-
hind NGOs running campaigns in 
support of  democracy. It means we 
should rally behind people on the 
ground who are facing repression.

In the 1980s, middle-class ac-
tivists took it for granted that 
supporting democracy meant sup-
porting the rights of  communities 
and workers to organise on the 
ground. 

The drift into NGO politics has 
taken many middle-class activists, 
and the resources they can some-
times access, far away from the 
struggles of  people on the ground. 
We are now paying the price for 
this major miscalculation. 

It’s time to forget “civil society” 
and the NGOs that dominate it and 
return to the people. It’s here that 
our future will be decided.
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Fight the dimming of our democratic dawn

What 
about the 
joy of  
missing 
out?

THERE are many ways one can tell that 
times have changed. Sometimes it’s in 
a single word – as with responses to the 
common greeting, “How are you?” More 
and more I hear this answer: “Busy!” 

In my time the most common re-
sponse to “How are you?” was “Fine.” 
No matter whether you felt fine or not. 
Or more politely, “Fine, thank you – and 
you?” To which the reply was, of  course: 
“Fine.” 

Fine is an innocuous indication that 
there is nothing to report – or at least 
nothing you feel like reporting in a brief  
introductory exchange. Fine offers little 
information but neither does it aim to 
conceal anything.

The familiarity of  “Fine” is in stark 
contrast to the mixed messages in the in-
creasingly frequent reply “Busy!”

Recent research offers some insight 
into why “Busy!” has become a common 
and acceptable response. A new study 
has shown that people increasingly 
see their busy lives as proof  that they 
are important and in demand. Entitled 
“Conspicuous Consumption of  Time: 
When Busyness and Lack of  Leisure 
Time Become a Status Symbol”, this 
study is published in the latest issue of  
the Journal of  Consumer Research.

Having little leisure time has become 
a status symbol among those who were 
the focus of  this survey: “urbanites”. 
US urbanites, that is. In Italy, where the 
study was also conducted, being busy 
did not convey high status. Italians see 
la dolce vita (the sweet life) as leisurely 
rather than hectic. 

A generation ago, high-status Amer-
icans were more likely to boast about 
their leisure activities – in the gym, on 
the golf  course. Now an image of  wealth 
and success is linked to busyness rather 
than pleasure. 

I saw another study showing that 
busy people may have better-functioning 
brains in old age than less busy peers. 
However, I noted that the 2016 “Dallas 
Lifespan Brain Study” examined those 
with “a healthily busy lifestyle”. I am 
not clear how healthy busyness is de-
fined. Neither could the researchers tell 
whether heightened brain function is 
the result of  being busy, or vice versa.

Slavery

“No time for family or friends – is 
that really something to admire?” That 
was an online comment about the study 
on boasting about being busy. 

The conclusion was that the pressure 
to seem busy is a con aimed at ensuring 
“slavery to a system, designed to keep 
you that way”. Sadly it persists even as 
we age and our working lives no longer 
take centre stage. Surely we should try 
to find new ways of  appreciating a new 
– less busy – phase of  life? Rather than 
making sure that everyone knows how 
busy we still are.

There is another important reason 
that I choose not to give the “Busy” reply 
when asked about my well-being. That 
relates to how it makes the questioner 
feel. “Busy!” is less of  a response than a 
retort. A “humblebrag”. 

Humblebragging attempts to camou-
flage boasting with humility or self-dep-
recating humour. A further annoyance 
is that humblebrags are less often ut-
tered than Tweeted. As in “Hashtag 
Humblebragging: So busy I have no life.”

Young people struggle with the  
digital-era affliction of  Fomo: the Fear 
Of  Missing Out. They are bombarded by 
messages on social media proclaiming 
how busy friends are, which can cause 
feelings of  anxiety and inadequacy. 

Telling about how busy we are is 
obviously not a way of  reaching out in 
the spirit of  friendship. It can cause a 
kind of  Fomo, even among our own age 
mates. So maybe it’s time to start pion-
eering the opposite – to instead seek 
Jomo, the Joy Of  Missing Out. 

The reality is that being seen around 
town at countless social events can have 
its down side. There’s planning to do, 
transport to arrange. The weather may 
not co-operate. And when you get there, 
the event may not be as exciting as you 
expected. The people you had antici-
pated seeing may not be there. The food 
may not be great. There may be queues. 
Your feet may ache.

This is not to say that we should be-
come Stay@Homes as we age. But per-
haps we can become more choosey as 
to what events we decide to attend and 
which to miss. Which does not necessar-
ily mean less fun, just a lower number of  
activities. Meaning we will be less busy, 
with no need to brag about it.
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Diaspora rolls up its sleeves
Gopio International, which has 
championed 30 million Indians  

living outside India, will be in town  
this weekend to make South Africa  

and Africa its focus, and to gain 
observer status at the UN, writes 

Marlan Padayachee

I
N ITS bid to secure recognition 
from the UN as a registered 
non-governmental organisa-
tion advancing the well-being 

and status of  the 30 million-strong 
communities of  the Indian Di-
aspora, Gopio has brought its 
mission to Durban to build a new 
bridge into Africa. 

Gopio International was found-
ed at an inaugural gathering in 
New York in 1989 as a non-partisan, 
non-sectarian and non-profit global 
organisation. Since the thawing of  
the Cold War in this period, it has 
taken up the fight against human 
rights violations overseas. 

Now it has evolved into an in-
fluential bloc by hosting cultural 
events and conferences and hon-
ouring high-ranking Indians in all 
fields of  human activity.

It continues to provide a 
socio-economic and cultural life-
line for people of  Indian origin and 
non-resident Indians, and connects 
the dots between the Diaspora and 
the world’s largest democracy.   

It wants to craft a business up-
skilling strategy to give it greater 
prominence in this region and gain 
leverage, sustainability and shared 
value in continental Africa.

Its new leadership is in Durban 
this week at the two-day business 
summit starting today with an 
introduction of  the new global 
leadership to delegates and guests 
from 50 countries. Afterwards, 
the contingent will pay homage to 
the “Father of  India”, Mahatma 
Gandhi, at the Phoenix Settlement 
where he lived for 20 years while 
experimenting with his peace and 
passive resistance strategy (Satya-
graha).

Tomorrow, 200 delegates will 
contribute towards the movement 
getting actively involved in helping 
to build Africa’s economy and link 
the 54-nation continental bloc to 
some of  the most successful Indi-
an-owned enterprises in mainland 
India and in the diaspora.

The organisation has identified 
South Africa as one of  the most 
unequal societies in the world. Its 
youth unemployment for a popula-
tion of  more young adults or born-
frees, most aged 19 to 25, is stagger-
ingly high at more than 25%.

The government is calling for 
economic equality, reducing the 
rich-poor gap and accelerating 
a meaningful, elusive growth to 
swing the country around

The socio-economic plight is 
worsening in many parts of  the 
continent. Young people need the 
right level of  education, careers 
and jobs. Sixty percent of  the youth 
in Africa will need to be educated 
and prepared for the Fourth Indus-
trial Revolution – meaning Africa 
cannot use 20th century skills for a 

21st century digitised economy.
As a strategic gateway city on 

the edge of  the Indian Ocean rim, 
Durban is viewed as a stimulus for 
communities to start trading with 
each other. 

With improvement in the life-
style of  overseas Indians and their 
assimilation in adopted countries, 
Gopio International has since set 
its priorities as pooling resour-
ces, financial and professional, for 
the benefit of  the global diaspora, 
the countries they come from and 
India. 

The organisation has  engaged 
the UN to secure accreditation 
as an NGO. Gopio International 
has grown with its hands-on, con-
tact-building style with world 
governments to being officially 
recognised by the government of  
India. It has been credited with a 
special role in engaging the Dias-
pora with India, resulting in the 
opening of  the Ministry of  Over-
seas Indian Affairs a decade ago. 

Its achievements and work in 
promoting and marketing “Indian-
ness” and the rich cultural, social 
and work ethic fabric of  Indians 
has earned the organisation rec-
ognition from many foreign gov-
ernments, and acknowledgement 
by the Organisation of  American 
States, a cluster of  countries in 
South America, the British Dias-
pora Conference and the Nigerian 
parliament’s special committee on 
Diaspora.

Diplomatically, India opened for 
business in South 
Africa 25 years ago. 
Despite success 
with big-league 
joint ventures on 
a corporate scale, 
small to medium 
entrepreneurs are 
still struggling to 
find their feet in 
doing business 
with the world’s 
s e c o n d - l a r g e s t 
economy behind 
China.

This indaba 
could possibly 
break the mould 
and show aspirant businessmen 
and women how they could benefit 
from a divergent corps of  success-
ful and highly trained overseas 
Indians, each sharing their own 
unique business models for eco-
nomic growth, social cohesion and 
sustainability.

Hand-me-down tips, coupled 
with new technology and innova-
tion to run businesses profitably, 
could help boost the fortunes of  lo-
cals economically.

Once successfully launched, 
these winning models could then 
be exported to other communities, 

particularly cash-strapped black 
Africans, who battle to get small 
businesses or self-employment off  
the ground.

The organisation wants to tap 
into the wealth of  experience, 
home-grown and global knowledge  
and academic integrity of  the two 
groups that make up Gopio Inter-
national – the people of  Indian ori-
gin or the non-resident Indians.

The first group has assimilated 
into the patriotic vision of  the 
indigenous citizens of  the coun-
try they live in, while the second 
group is loyal to its motherland and 

makes a point of  
sending foreign dir-
ect income to India.

Dr Thomas Abra-
ham, president and 
one of  the founders 
of  the organisation 
in New York in 1989, 
said: “The theme 
of  pushing back 
the frontiers for 
African social and 
economic develop-
ment was discussed 
with stakeholders. 
The summit is very 
pertinent since the 
multimillion-strong 

global Indian Diaspora is in a 
strategic position to contribute to 
developing countries and sharing 
technology and initiating trade, 
business opportunities and invest-
ments. Africa’s time has come.’’

Africa is still a long way off. 
Gopio International is not there 
yet as the bloc of  54 nations poses a 
long-haul challenge.

Africa’s myriad rural and peri-
urban problems, migration, strife-
torn image and refugee camps are 
some of  the hurdles in creating 
new economies. 

With Africa on the programme, 

the litmus test is whether the 
presentations and discussions of  
globalising and localising business 
could possibly produce a Durban 
Declaration for economic trans-
formation, inclusive growth, peace 
and prosperity. 

With South Africa as a catalyst, 
Gopio International could later 
look at emerging markets in the 
Southern African Development 
Community: Angola, Botswana, 
Democratic Republic of  Congo, 
Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, 
Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, 
Seychelles, Tanzania, Swaziland, 
Zambia and Zimbabwe. The glim-
mer of  hope is that the 10 most 
competitive sub-Saharan African 
economies are, ranked globally: 
Mauritius (46), South Africa (49), 
Rwanda (58), Botswana (71), Na-
mibia (85), Cote d’Ívoire-Ivory 
Coast (91), Zambia (96), Seychelles 
(97), Kenya (99) and Gabon (103).

The return of  the organisation 
since South Africa hosted the world 
convention in Durban less than 
a decade ago heralds new hope to 
galvanise global Indians and get 
down to doing good business and 
intra-trading, and creating links 
between businesses throughout the 
Diaspora. 

Gopio International wants to 
exploit the advantages within the 
Brics bloc of  Brazil, Russia, India, 
China and South Africa, the Brics 
bank providing capital for start-
up businesses and joint ventures 
for migrant Indians in business, 
manufacturing and commerce.

Ahead of  this gathering, under 
the banner of  “Indiaspora building 
Africa through opportunities be-
yond frontiers,’’ South Africa could 
become the key to unlocking Africa 
as the world’s next economic giant.

Conference co-ordinator Ishwar 
Ramlutchman believes a unified 

Indian approach alongside Afri-
can compatriots and partners here 
and across the African bloc, and 
especially including the blue ocean 
economy and eco-tourism hubs of  
the Indian Ocean Rim countries, 
will pave the new route for mean-
ingful economic growth, social 
growth and political stability, to 
take root in thriving businesses 
and intra-trading.

“As Gopio International, we 
cannot proceed into the future in 
a vacuum. While not diluting our 
core values, we have to become 
more proactive in engaging the eco-
nomic sector, government and civil 
society to ensure that the economic 
cake is evenly spread among social-
ly and economically marginalised 
communities.

“This business gathering of  
like-minded people and patriots 
must provide the stimulus needed 
to combat one-sided globalisation, 
unequal economies, junk status of  
developmental democracies and 
countries battling sagging econ-
omies, burdensome debt, high job-
lessness and grinding poverty.’’

Discussions from eminent ex-
perts will centre on:

● Building Africa through tech-
nology.

● Connecting South Africa 
through tourism and the hotel in-
dustry globally.

● Building Africa through rural 
development, small-scale and cot-
tage industries and micro-credit. 

● Building Africa through 
entrepreneurship.

● Changing Africa through 
women empowerment and skills 
development.

● Youth in business and entre-
preneurship.

Premier Willies Mchunu will 
represent the provincial govern-
ment and several leading business 

leaders are attending. 
King Goodwill Zwelithini will 

be at the awards banquet on Satur-
day evening. His ceremonial pres-
ence and keynote presentation are 
bound to send a unifying message 
to particularly Indians and the 
other groups to roll up their sleeves 
and get involved again in reshap-
ing the destiny of  a country at the 
crossroads of  its socio-economic 
politics.

Our culturally-diverse province 
is also at the crossroads of  change, 
prompting the Zulu monarch to re-
mark at the opening of  the Legisla-
ture that in the promotion of  social 
cohesion in a divided society, racial 
groups dependon each other: 

“I always say that the history of  
the Zulu nation would not be com-
plete without the history of  the In-
dian communities, and the history 
of  the English people, Afrikaners 
and Germans.”

As is the unifying tradition, the 
NGO will hand out awards for pro-
fessional and business excellence, 
community-spiritedness, contri-
bution to their adopted countries 
and to the well-being, advancement 
and proliferation of  the vision and 
mission of  the organisation. It has 
been closely linked to the Pravasi 
Bharatiya Divas, hosted by the In-
dian Government at international 
conferences.

The awards and citations are 
presented to high-achieving In-
dians by the president or prime 
minister of  India, as the Bharatiya 

Samman Puraskar (Indian Dias-
pora Award) in the form of  a 100-
gm gold medallion and accompany-
ing citation.
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New technology 
and innovation 
to run businesses 
profitably could 
help boost the 
fortunes of locals

Protesters throw rocks at police in protest over the lack of land and housing in Finetown, Johannesburg, 
earlier this month. Rebellion by the poor has been raging for years, says the writer, and it is hotting up.
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Indentured Indian labourers arrive in Durban after being unloaded from ships carrying them from India. Between 1860 and 1911 about 152 000 
Indians landed in Natal, with roughly 52% remaining in southern Africa after serving out their contracts. 
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