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Studying is 
a privilege, 
you have  
a duty to  
use it well

THERE is a stone plaque at the en-
trance of  the University of  Dar es 
Salaam that reads, “those who re-
ceive this privilege therefore, have 
a duty to repay the sacrifice which 
others have made. They are like the 
man who has been given all the food 
available in a starving village in 
order that he might have strength to 
bring supplies back from a distant 
place.”

The quote is from Mwalimu 
Julius Nyerere, first president of  
the United Republic of  Tanzania. 
He was speaking to students about 
the responsibility their privileged 
education brings. To whom much 
is given, much is expected. It’s im-
portant that young people entering 
tertiary education heed his words.

And Nelson Mandela reminded 
us that “education is the most 
powerful weapon which you can 
use to change the world”. It is a 
sentiment echoed by Karl Marx, 
who said, “The philosophers have 
only interpreted the world, in vari-
ous ways. The point, however, is to 
change it.”

Make that your mission. Change 
the world. Vow to leave the world a 
better place than what you found it. 

We need to realise that we live 
in the most unequal society in the 
world, where the development 
deficits are significant. We learnt 
from the Oxfam report two weeks 
ago that three white men have the 
same wealth as close of  half  of  SA’s 
population. This is unsustainable; 
especially in a context where 50% 
of  South Africans are under 30 and 
the vast majority are poor and un-
employed. 

African spring

We have the ingredients for an 
African spring but liberation divi-
dend (the idea of  giving thanks to 
the liberator) holds. 

As part of  the middle class we 
cannot continue to retreat into 
gated estates and believe we are safe 
with our private education, private 
health and private security. As we 
think of  our lives as students and 
graduates we need to think deeply 
and carefully about the contribu-
tions we will make in addressing 
South Africa’s development deficits. 

You are about to enter univer-
sities at a time when students are 
re-asserting the struggle for access. 
This is an opportunity for you to en-
sure that young voices are recorded 
to be on the right side of  history.

You would do well to walk in the 
footsteps of  Dr Imtiaz Sooliman, 
medical doctor and philanthropist, 
founder of  Gift of  the Givers, work-
ing in some of  the most dangerous 
conditions on the planet, for peace. 

Walk in the footsteps of  Pravin 
Gordhan – pharmacist and public 
servant of  the highest integrity. 
Walk in the footsteps of  Profes-
sor Quarraisha Abdool-Karim – a 
scholar of  humble indentured ori-
gins now breaching the frontiers of  
medicine so that there can be a bet-
ter life for all. Walk in the footsteps 
of  Mam’Bertha Mkhize of  Inanda, 
ejected from her tailor shop in Vic-
toria Street by the Group Areas Act 
in the 1960s, but she worked every 
day in the service of  those who had 
less than she had.

But also walk in the footsteps 
of  the people who you will not read 
about in the headlines or on street 
names – the families who take in 
orphans, the community organi-
sations that build school desks for 
communities that don’t have them, 
the congregation of  the Grey Street 
mosque who join hands with their 
brothers and sisters from Emman-
uel Cathedral in ensuring that refu-
gees and the destitute get a hot bath 
and a meal. 

Your education must equip you 
to be a person of  value. Embrace 
the universal values of  brotherhood 
and sisterhood, peace and justice, 
non-racialism and gender equality.

As you enter universities and 
places of  work, think about how to 
embrace the unknown and different 
identities. Then you will see your-
self  connected to more people in the 
world.
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The curse of the second term
Would the South African government function better if presidents were limited to one term, perhaps 

six years long? The historical record suggests so, writes Yonela Diko

T
HE first president of  the 
US, George Washington, 
considered the greatest 
man ever to prowl the cor-

ridors of  political power there, sur-
prised many when he chose not to 
run for a third term despite being 
revered as a pioneer who laid a 
foundation of  an experimental dem-
ocracy that had not been witnessed 
in human history.  He thought there 
were enough talented people to lead 
the country besides him.

His act resulted in the develop-
ment of  this unwritten rule in the 
US, that if  any subsequent presi-
dent wanted to run for a third term, 
he or she must think him or herself  
greater than George Washington. 

And no one dared. That unwrit-
ten rule would govern the US for 
almost two centuries, with only 
Franklin D Roosevelt, a World War 
II president, outstanding by any 
other measure, to run and hold 
more than two terms. 

Eventually, the US constitution 
would be amended to make the two-
term limit a constitutional man-
date. Some went even further and 
said the ghost of  George Washing-
ton might have put a curse on any 
president who seeks a second term.

It may be commonsensical now 
to limit a president’s term, but 240 
years ago, in a world of  popular 
monarchs, with the US itself  under 
the heavy arm of  King George, to 
speak of  leaders who were anything 
other than lifetime leaders, much 
less to stay a limited few years in of-
fice, was massive. 

Yet George Washington had that 
kind of  divine foresight. He could 
almost see that kings and lifetime 
rulers would be a thing of  the past 
in less than a century. 

He began to negotiate a new na-
tion that would lead the charge into 
this new world.

I sometimes think of  Madiba 
and wonder whether he also, as a 
man who clearly had a touch of  
divine inspiration, may have seen 
South Africa setting a new tone for 
the world. 

When I see the problems our 
presidents who followed him en-
counter in their second terms, I 
wonder whether it is because our 
collective conscience is asking 
these leaders, “Do you think you 
are greater than Nelson Mandela?” 
Maybe, just maybe, we were meant 
to be a one-term nation, after our 

own first and greatest president. 
Would the South African govern-

ment function better if  presidents 
were limited to one term, perhaps 
six years long? It is an issue worth 
debating. The historical record 
makes the case for change.

Then there is that phenomenon 
called the “second-term curse”. It 
is seen as the perceived tendency 
of  second terms of  presidents to 
be less successful than their first 
terms. 

According to the “curse”, the 
second terms of  presidents have 
usually been plagued by policy in-
ertia, a major scandal, some sort of  
catastrophe. Midway through their 
second terms, George W Bush suf-
fered Hurricane Katrina and the 
Iraqi quagmire, Bill Clinton was im-
peached, Ronald Reagan was stag-
gered by the Iran-contra scandal, 
and Richard Nixon was run out of  
town.

In the US, The Economist has 
said that the existence of  the 
second-term curse is supported by 
data. The publication cited the fact 
that each of  the 11 second-terms 
served from the beginning of  the 
Theodore Roosevelt administration 
to the end of  the George W Bush 
administration were less econom-
ically prosperous than their re-
spective presidents’ first terms.

Scandals

Presidents in their second terms 
tend to engulf  themselves in per-
sonal scandals. Secondly, they tend  
to do things wildly out of  step with 
the public, merely because they no 
longer care about re-election. 

The other reason for the ten-
dency for a president’s approval 
ratings to decline in their second 
terms – other factors being equal – 
is because the public is increasingly 
fatigued by having the same person 
in office. 

First, the nation must believe 
that the president has retained or 
expanded economic, political, and/
or social opportunity. Secondly, 
the president must have effective-
ly worked well with parliament. 
Thirdly, the president must avoid a 
spirit of  invincibility, of  hubris.

Overwhelmingly, what has been 
the source of  failure for second-
term presidents has been their in-
ability to successfully work with 
their party.

For the most part, public debate 
has concentrated on extending, but 
not eliminating, presidential term 
limits. 

Term limits provide an import-
ant check on the concentration of  
power; they strengthen democracy 
and ensure long-term stability. 

The longer a chief  executive 
holds power, the more the delinea-
tion between the state and the rul-
ing party becomes blurred.

The irony of  the limit is that 
even the most politically success-
ful presidents – those who achieve 
re-election – reach the peak of  their 
careers and the beginning of  their 
decline at the same moment, when 
they raise their hands to be sworn 
in at the second Inauguration. 

More important is the fact that 
eliminating or unduly extending 
term limits engenders corruption, 
the main cause of  public distrust 
in democratic institutions, and a 

significant obstacle to economic 
development in the region. I like ex-
ceptionalism. 

I am always pleased when 
Madiba’s one term is used as the 
best example in any term of  office 
conversation around the world. 
Most importantly, though, multiple 
terms in office result frequently in 
increased corruption. 

South Africa has never been just 
another nation. Through Madiba, 
we set standards that are hard to 
reach even by the best of  nations. 
We remain the most revered nation, 
having chartered stormy winds and 
emerged with a country intact and a 
people hopeful of  the future. 

For 23 years, millions of  South 
Africans have been able to lead 
their lives and pursue their dreams 
in conditions of  peace, personal 
dignity and harmony. Let us con-
tinue our journey. 

Let’s look at the first and second 

terms of  the current president of  
our republic. 

The year in which Jacob Zuma 
assumed the presidency of  South 
Africa, 2009, was the toughest year 
for any president to take office. The 
Great Recession was at its calami-
tous worst; means of  exchange were 
frozen, countries could not sell their 
produce, they could not pay their 
debts and they were shedding jobs 
at a rate not seen since 1929. 

Zuma’s administration, to halt 
the disaster, began measures that 
would save our means of  produc-
tion and exchange. Despite these ef-
forts, Zuma, the ANC, and all South 
Africans knew that no matter how 
many jobs they would save or cre-
ate post-2009, there would still be 
millions more trying to keep their 
heads up.

By 2012, the time of  Zuma’s 
re-election, the economic crisis had 
bottomed out and all economies of  

the world were on a positive trajec-
tory. Since 2012, however, we have 
struggled to return to the pre-2009 
growth numbers and we have no 
measurable successes as we had 
between 2009 and 2012. The second 
term has therefore been lacklustre 
at best, and mostly an uninspiring 
march forward.

Thabo Mbeki’s second term was 
also plagued by policy inertia, fears 
of  abuse of  state institutions, Polok-
wane, and ultimately the recall. 

If  that is not the curse, then 
it’s difficult to define what a curse 
would be.

The ANC’s policy conference 
must do a thorough analysis of  its 
presidents’ second terms in office, 
and whether they have not delayed 
the country’s development by dec-
ades, if  not a generation.

 
��Diko is the ANC’s Western 

Cape spokesperson.

In light of the difficulties faced by former president Thabo Mbeki, right, and current president Jacob Zuma in their second terms, would it not be an 
option to consider limiting the presidency to one term, asks the author.

IS IT a genuine movement of  op-
position with the trappings of  a 
revolution that may lead to the over-
throw of  Donald Trump? Or is the 
campaign against America’s 45th 
president merely a platform for the 
expression of  eloquent but angry 
voices? 

These are some of  the questions 
analysts are grappling with as pro-
tests gather momentum across the 
US, Europe and other parts of  the 
world.

To further compound this di-
lemma, especially for students of  
US politics, is the obsession with 
Trump a cover for many of  those 
calling themselves “left/liberal”? 

Award-winning journalist John 
Pilger thinks so: “They are not ‘left’, 
neither are they especially ‘liber-
al’.” Why? Much of  America’s ag-
gression towards the rest of  human-
ity has come from so-called liberal 
Democratic administrations – such 
as Obama’s, claims Pilger.

Extremism

He reminds us that one of  the 
persistent strands in American 
political life is a “cultish extrem-
ism that approaches fascism” and 
this was reinforced during the two 
terms of  Barack Obama who ex-
panded the country’s favourite mil-
itary pastime – bombing, and death 
squads (“special operations”) – as 
no other president has done since 
the Cold War.

According to a Council on For-
eign Relations survey, in 2016 alone 
Obama’s administration dropped 
26  171 bombs. Unimaginable but 
truly horrific: 72 bombs per day, or 
3 bombs every hour, on the poorest 
people on earth, in Afghanistan, 
Libya, Yemen, Somalia, Syria, Iraq, 
Pakistan.

 The New York Times reported 
that, every Tuesday, Obama per-
sonally selected those who would 
be murdered by mostly hellfire mis-

siles fired from drones. Neither fu-
neral processions nor wedding par-
ties were spared. Shockingly, even 
shepherds were attacked and killed 
along with those attempting to col-
lect body parts of  family members 
from smouldering rubble.

As for Africa, Pilger reminds 
us that Obama was the first Afri-
can-American president to launch 
what amounted to a full-scale inva-
sion of  the continent: “Reminiscent 
of  the Scramble for Africa in the 
late 19th century, the US African 
Command (Africom) has built a 
network of  supplicants among col-
laborative African regimes eager 
for US bribes and armaments. Af-
ricom’s ‘soldier-to-soldier’ doctrine 
embeds US officers at every level of  

command from general to warrant 
officer.”

So what do we make of  this tran-
sition and transfer of  raw military 
power from a smooth-talking con-
stitutional lawyer to a brash, loud-
mouthed capitalist elitist whose 
sketchy foreign policy is defined by 
a continuous war on Islam?

Again, if  it’s necessary to con-
front the “Why” and “How” a near-
straight line from Obama led to 
Trump, says William I Robinson, 
professor at the University of  Cal-
ifornia, whom Pilger describes as 
one of  an uncontaminated group of  
American strategic thinkers.

“President Barack Obama… 
may have done more than anyone to 
assure Trump’s victory,” he wrote. 

“While Trump’s election has trig-
gered a rapid expansion of  fascist 
currents in US civil society, a fascist 
outcome for the political system is 
far from inevitable… But that fight 
back requires clarity as to how we 
got to such a dangerous precipice. 
The seeds of  21st century fascism 
were planted, fertilized and wat-
ered by the Obama administration 
and the politically bankrupt liberal 
elite.”

These words echo the sentiments 
of  all who abhorred the violence of  
the Obama era and who would justi-
fiably question why the masses who 
have mobilised in their thousands 
today, remained silent then: Guan-
tanamo concentration camp which 
he promised to close remains open, 

Israel’s illegal land grabs and settle-
ments, which he opposed, continue 
unabated; the “War on Terror”, 
which is no more than a euphem-
ism for a war on Islam and Muslims, 
grew exponentially.

While it is true that America’s 
war on Muslim countries preced-
ed Obama, he has “normalised” 
it. The so-called “clash of  civiliza-
tions” which, in all likelihood, will 
be pursued by Trump if  his cabinet 
of  hawks is an indicator, has been 
transformed into a socially accept-
able policy by Obama.

Clearly what Obama has be-
queathed to Trump is a militaristic 
legacy of  belligerence. 

The gigantic amount of  mil-
itary aid and finance to Israel forms 

part of  his “can do it” rhetoric – a 
package which Trump is unlikely 
to challenge despite his “America 
first” rhetoric.

So, as mass protests escalate, 
with the biggest demonstration in 
Washington symbolic of  global soli-
darity to highlight women’s rights, 
questions about whether people’s 
power will force regime change in 
America remain unanswered. In 
any event, and whatever the out-
come, grieving families will con-
tinue burying their dead – all vic-
tims of  Obama’s terrible legacy.

● Jassat is an executive 

member of  Media Review 

Network, an advocacy group 

based in Joburg.

How Obama’s tainted legacy led to the election of Trump
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President Barack 
Obama has waved 
goodbye to the 
US presidency, 
his legacy under 
a cloud. The 
Nobel Peace Prize 
winner failed to 
extricate himself 
from the US 
leadership culture 
that enforces 
policy through 
military means, 
and signed off on 
an expansion of 
bombings and 
“death squad” 
operations. 
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