
H
AD WE not defeated apart-

heid, this year would have 

marked 68 years of  oppres-

sion in the country. But, 

with incredible mobilisation and 

international solidarity, the evil 

system of  racial capitalism was 

toppled, and in 1994 we had our first 

democratic election. 

The euphoria of  liberation was 

overwhelming. This year, we cele-

brate our democracy again with a 

fourth local government election. 

But, as we celebrate democracy, 

Israel, a country that continues to 

brutalise Palestinians marks 68 

years of  its existence.

 And today, Palestinians observe 

close to seven decades of  occupa-

tion, dispossession and oppression 

– referred to as the Nakba or catas-

trophe – the day of  forced removals 

in Palestine.

This year’s observance is 

likely to be marked by increased 

state security violence against 

demonstrators. In recent years 

people have been killed and scores 

wounded in the Gaza Strip, Golan 

Heights, Maroun al-Ras in Lebanon 

and the Israeli-occupied West 

Bank, as Palestinians marked the 

Nakba. Particularly heartbreaking 

during the commemorations are 

people who show replicas of  the 

keys to their homes that they were 

forcefully removed from in 1948.

 Many still remember the Nak-

ba. Palestinian Ali Hamoudi was 8 

years old in 1948 and he painfully 

recalls the day: “I remember I had 

to hide with my family in a cave 

near my house for nine days. There 

were seven of  us in the cave, and 

there was not much room to move 

around. We could hear the Israelis 

passing, but they could not see us 

because the cave was well hidden.”

There was large-scale intimi-

dation and siege, setting fires to 

Palestinian homes, planting of  

mines, destroying of  500 villages, 

and other terrorist activities. Near-

ly 800 000 Palestinians were forced 

out of  their homes and into refu-

gee camps in Gaza, the West Bank, 

Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Egypt 

and elsewhere. They have never 

returned.

Most Palestinians have a per-

sonal narrative of  loss – a relative 

killed, or a branch of  the family 

that fled north while the others 

fled east, never to be reunited, or 

homes, offices, orchards and other 

property seized. That cogent and 

eloquent defender of  the Palestin-

ians, the late intellectual, Edward 

Said, also recalled how in 1948 his 

entire family was turned into a 

scattering of  refugees. 

“None of  the older members of  

my family ever recovered from the 

trauma,” he wrote in one of  his 

famous works, The Politics of  Dis-

possession.

And 18 years ago Said com-

mented on the “Israel at 50” 

celebrations: “I still find myself  

astonished at the lengths to which 

official Israel and its supporters 

will go to suppress the fact that a 

half  century has gone by without 

Israeli restitution, recognition or 

acknowledgement of  Palestinian 

human rights… the Palestin-

ian Nakba is characterised as a 

semi-fictional event… caused by no 

one in particular.”

One positive development this 

year will be the opening of  the 

Palestinian Museum in Birzeit, 

near Jerusalem, and will be dedi-

cated to preserving and celebrating 

the culture, society and history 

of  Palestine over the past two 

centuries. Also positive is the 

announcement by Reebok that it 

will cancel a special edition sneak-

er with “Israel 68” engraved on it. 

It was designed as a collectors item 

for today – which Israel marks as 

its day of  independence and what 

Palestinians mark as the day of  a 

great catastrophe.

In South Africa we know and 

can understand, perhaps more 

than others, the plight of  the Pales-

tinians. While Israel will be cele-

brating its 68th anniversarythis 

year, Palestinians have nothing to 

celebrate. 

Just as pass laws restricted the 

movement of  black South Africans, 

the movement of  Palestinians, 

especially in the West Bank, con-

tinues to be restricted by check 

points, road blocks and a concrete 

wall. The apartheid wall means 

that a journey of  20 minutes takes 

7 hours.

It cuts farmers from their land, 

children from their schools, moth-

ers from medical services for their 

babies, and grand parents from 

their grandchildren – even apart-

heid South Africa’s Bantustans 

were not surrounded by gates.

In a UN report some years 

ago, Professor John Dugard said 

Israel was unwilling to learn from 

South Africa and observed that 

the human rights situation in the 

occupied territories continues to 

deteriorate.

Dugard made shocking paral-

lels between Palestine and South 

Africa, saying that the “large-scale 

destruction of  Palestinian homes, 

levelling of  agricultural lands, 

military incursions and targeted 

assassinations of  Palestinians far 

exceed any similar practices in 

apartheid South Africa”.

A South African MP recently 

related these similarities between 

Israel today and apartheid South 

Africa. 

Addressing Parliament she 

said: “Madam Speaker, every time 

I relate to my own children how 

it felt to live in apartheid condi-

tions, detention without trial, state 

of  emergency; how we would be 

woken up at night as kids when 

police searched our homes; how, as 

students, we used to throw stones 

at the police who were shooting 

at us – like in Palestine today. The 

response I get from my children is: 

‘Mom, why did you allow them?’ 

This they say without understand-

ing how mighty the army was. I am 

sure children in Palestine wish to 

be in a situation where the present 

conditions they live under could be 

history.”

Who can forget the attack on 

Gaza a few years ago? The area 

remains devastated and is often 

in darkness because Israel shuts 

them off. Just as the world remem-

bered us in our dark days, so too 

should we remember the oppressed 

peoples of  the world. Especially 

on a day like the Nakba or Catas-

trophe, when 800 000 Palestinians 

were forcefully removed from their 

homes. Their tears are surely our 

tears. And as a people oppressed 

for so long, we can perhaps under-

stand the Nakba more than others.
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F
ORMER president Thabo 

Mbeki is back in the 

domestic public dis-

course. He is not alone. 

There is a whole number 

of  ANC leaders actively 

participating in the current public 

discourse.  

This is a positive development. 

The ANC, the government and 

society stand to benefit from the 

plethora of  experienced leaders. 

There are indications that some 

in the current ANC leadership are 

irritated by the voices of  former 

leaders. 

ANC secretary-general Gwede 

Mantashe claimed this week that 

the current leadership was fixing 

the mess Mbeki “left”. This was in 

response to Mbeki’s call that ANC 

leadership should not “lie” to itself  

and the people. 

ANC treasurer-general 

Zweli Mkhize wrote an article 

contradicting Mbeki’s stance on 

HIV/Aids. Last year, President 

Jacob Zuma inferred that former 

president Kgalema Motlanthe 

was “bored”, and that it was “cold 

outside the ANC”. This was in 

reaction to Motlanthe’s criticism of  

the alliance as substantively non-

existent.  

Part of  criticism by the Rev 

Frank Chikane was met by 

suggestions that he must stick to the 

pulpit.

Mbeki’s return to the domestic 

public discourse should not be seen 

in isolation. 

It raises the question of  the role 

of  former ANC leaders within the 

organisation and state affairs. 

Individuals do not cease to be 

leaders when they leave official 

leadership positions. They enjoy 

experience, institutional memory, 

and wisdom acquired over time. 

They are, therefore, an asset that 

needs to be engaged. 

There is wisdom and value in the 

likes of  Professor Ben Turok, Joel 

Netshitenzhe, Mavuso Msimang and 

many others keeping a low profile 

outside official positions in the 

ANC. 

The relationship between the 

current leadership and some 

leaders who are no longer in formal 

positions is relatively hostile. 

There are a few possibilities in 

this regard: 

First and foremost, the ANC has 

not institutionalised leadership and 

succession management. Rather it 

operates on internal regime change 

than leadership and succession 

management. 

This is not merely a post-Mbeki 

phenomenon; it was the case in the 

run-up to Polokwane where Mbeki 

lost to Zuma.

The ANC’s five-year practice 

of  internal regime change has 

sadly led those who lose at elective 

conferences into banishment. 

In the absence of  a long-term 

leadership plan and management, 

succession associated with elective 

conferences becomes vicious. It is 

hostile.  

Rather than a sustainable matter 

of  principle, the ANC’s approach to 

leadership is reduced to a five-year 

event, which limits the possibility 

of  the outgoing leadership to work 

with any incoming leadership. 

This is compounded by the 

ANC’s lack of  internal mechanism 

to engage with leaders who are 

no longer in formal leadership 

positions.  

It is unwise to say they must go 

back to their branches. While they 

do that, it is equally important to 

acknowledge the fact they acquired 

institutional knowledge and 

experience in the time they spent in 

formal leadership positions. Hence, 

it would be wiser to determine 

a mechanism where they can 

fruitfully be engaged. 

The assertion that former 

leaders should not speak on current 

organisational challenges because 

some of  these problems existed 

during their tenure is flawed. 

At all times, organisations have 

challenges. The difference is the 

degree or extent of  the challenge. At 

no time, no matter how successful 

an organisation may be, is it perfect. 

Former leaders should be engaged. 

The combination of  hostility 

against election losers, lack of  long-

term leadership and succession 

management, and the lack of  

institutional engagement for former 

leaders, results in former leaders 

expressing their criticism through 

media platforms. 

Mbeki was removed 

unceremoniously. Consequently, his 

utility on organisational and state 

matters were, and still are, lost to the 

ANC. Even after his presidency, he 

continues to work substantively on 

matters of  Africa’s development. 

But this is not seen as an ANC 

agenda, but a personal one, self-

inspired by the quest to realise the 

dream of  an African Renaissance.  

This is an anomaly for a 

government that positions itself  

as a major development player in 

Africa’s affairs. In Singapore, there 

is a position of  mentor minister, 

created in 2004 to ensure smooth 

political transition. While it’s 

currently dormant, the position 

was first held by the former prime 

minister after his retirement.

Without “ruling from the 

grave”, he mentored the then 

new prime minister on various 

aspects of  government. There 

are three essential issues here: 

Firstly, Singapore had committed 

to a long-term plan, as the National 

Development Plan in South Africa 

seeks to do.

Secondly, the Singaporean 

political establishment recognised 

the role played by an outgoing 

leadership and sought to preserve 

its institutional knowledge and 

experience.

Thirdly, Singaporean leadership 

pursued development sustainability 

and continuity.  Therefore, they have 

effectively worked on leadership 

development and succession 

management across political and 

administrative senior management. 

It prioritised national 

development rather than internal 

regime change. 

The ANC is battling to determine 

leadership and succession order. 

At the most, it seeks to control 

succession, and not to determine 

a leadership development 

programme. As a result, internal 

cohesion becomes weak. It is this 

internal weakness that is more 

dangerous to the ANC than a 

possible externally motivated 

“regime change”. 

It is the ANC’s inability to 

create a leadership and succession 

programme that focuses on 

organisational development, 

growth, sustainability, and 

continuity that poses the biggest 

threat to the movement. 

This leadership 

management partly entails the 

institutionalisation of  the role of  

former leaders. In such an open 

society as South Africa, it is unwise 

to marginalise former leaders.

If  the movement closes internal 

mechanisms of  engagement, 

individuals will find alternative 

avenues. In the vastness of  media 

platforms, such individuals will first 

be pursued by the media for their 

comments. 

They will use social media 

platforms to voice their criticism 

against the current leadership. 

Unlike the opposition, their 

criticism carries more credibility.  

Moreover, they are able to create 

their own institutions, and launch 

programmes from there. 

So it is welcoming to see 

the Thabo Mbeki Foundation 

increasingly in the public domain 

and its patron getting immersed in 

domestic debates and reflections. 

This should be encouraged, and 

Mbeki should be engaged.

We cry with the Palestinians as they mark 68 years of the Nakba

Imraan Buccus

MENTORS: Former presidents Thabo Mbeki and Kgalema Motlanthe can help the ANC make the right calls. 

THE statements by (Gwede) Mantashe must 
be rejected as a reflection of political 
paranoia in light of the fact that the ANC 
is going to lose power. They signify a 
party that is afraid of losing power, 
which is now seeking to mobilise 
support in the continent under the 
pretext that it is the West, and not 
the genuine demands of the people 
that are looking for regime change. 
– EFF spokesman Mbuyiseni Ndlozi 
in response to claims by ANC secre-
tary-general Gwede Mantashe that there 
were forces backed by Western powers 
pushing for a regime change in South Africa.

THE conduct of SASSA (South African Social 
Security Agency) and its officials in distrib-
uting state purchased food parcels at 
a political party event and allowing a 
leader of a political party who does not 
work for government to distribute such 
food parcels was inconsistent with 
the provisions of section 195 of the 
Constitution and accordingly consti-
tute abuse of state resources and mal-
administration. – Public Protector Thuli 
Madonsela, in her report on the investi-
gation into the alleged conflation between 
party and the state regarding the allegations 
of irregular distribution of SASSA food parcels by 
the then ANCYL president  Julius Malema in 2009.

ANC secretary-general 
Gwede Mantashe.

WE ARE still studying the judgment… con-
sidering and reflecting on it. No decision 
has been made yet. The order is clear 
in the judgment, giving us 14 days 
within which to make a decision. The 
deadline is the 20th, after counting 
14 working days, and not the 13th 
(of May). – Luvuyo Faku, National 
Prosecuting Authority (NPA) spokes-
man, regarding the North Gauteng 
High Court judgment that set aside 
the decision by former acting National 
Director of Public Prosecutions, Mokotedi 
Mpshe, to withdraw corruption charges 
against President Jacob Zuma in 2009.H
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Mbeki’s return to fray is welcome
The ANC could benefit by engaging its former leadership in the 
public discourse, writes Dumisani Hlophe


