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A 
FORTNIGHT ago, a 

Durban newspaper 

headline screamed, 

“Indians benefited 

from apartheid: econo-

mists”. Predictably, 

that riled a good many folk and 

soaked up column inches.  

More than once in recent months 

the subject of  race has come into 

sharp focus. Much of  it has to do 

with a highly polarised election 

campaign in which race kept 

bobbing up its ugly head.  

It’s no good second-guessing 

politicians who tailor messages 

to suit particular moments in 

time. Whether it was the Freedom 

Charter-touting ANC or the fast-

talking DA leader Mmusi Maimane, 

each did a jig with the racial 

bogeyman.  

The commentary around 

the election also slipped into an 

uncomfortable narrative about 

minority dynamics, the Indian 

vote, the coloured vote and such 

distractions. It even ventured into 

dangerous ethnic pontification 

about why the Xhosa heartland of  

the Eastern Cape would now slip 

into the hands of  a “white” party. 

Even after the election dust 

appeared to have settled, the 

tender courtship between the 

EFF and the DA threw up some 

choice racial epithets.  We seem to 

have put a lot of  distance between 

the merry Khumbaya times of  

President Nelson Mandela’s 1994 

inauguration when the Surialanga 

Dance Company headlined with a 

heady fusion of  Zulu and Indian 

traditional dances.  We all appeared 

to be genuinely getting along. 

The name of  the dance company 

generated much interest, Suria and 

ilanga  meaning sun in Tamil and 

isiZulu respectively. These were 

symbolic gestures but one which 

was not sucked out of  Madiba’s 

thumb.  More than most, he had a 

keen appreciation that there was 

more to be gained from co-operation 

as opposed to conflict.  

As I studied the wildfire 

around the economists’ analyses, 

the question of  the road we have 

travelled to democracy was worth 

dredging up. 

The Rainbow Nation was a 

delightful turn of  phrase conjured 

by the affable Archbishop Emeritus 

Desmond Tutu but its origins 

centre around Madiba’s robust 

interactions with his “smartie box” 

of  comrades from the late 1940s. 

Madiba’s own reflections in Long 

Walk to Freedom are well known. 

Looking up other sources of  his 

engagements during this period 

paints a broader portrait of  the 

birth of  what the popular lexicon 

has called the “new South Africa”.

One such piece is the 

autobiography of  his close 

confidant, Ismail Meer, titled A 

Fortunate Man.  Meer writes: 

“The ANC was not ready to 

work with other groups in 1947. 

Among those who had serious 

misgivings on the matter was 

Nelson Mandela.”  He goes on to say: 

“I tried to convince him that nothing 

but good could come out of  our 

organisational unity, that in order 

to defeat the Nationalists, we had to 

unite against them.”  The theme of  

working for unity dominates both 

Meer and Mandela’s words and 

deeds in the tense period leading 

both up to and after the National 

Party victory in the apartheid 

election of  1948. 

They initially differed in 

their approaches to conquering 

racism but Meer makes the 

upbeat assessment: “Ultimately, 

our personal relationship and 

trust overcame prejudice and 

distrust, and paved the way for 

united action.”   The record of  

that friendship is one of  the key 

explanations of  Africans joining 

with coloureds, Indians and white 

democrats in the Struggle to defeat 

apartheid. Reading the climate 

of  the past few months is deeply 

troubling. United action has been 

undermined on just about every 

front. Internally, the ANC is a mess 

with factions pulling their separate 

ways. If  there is a unifying voice 

of  the Mandela type, it’s hidden 

in a whimper.  The race dynamic 

is thrown about to make incisions 

in our nationhood as opposed 

to serious grappling with the 

peculiarities of  the varying degrees 

of  oppression experienced under 

apartheid.  

The time for leadership is 

now. Left unchecked, the tragic 

recent events of  Inchanga have the 

potential for a return to the low-

intensity warfare of  the late 1980s 

and early 1990s. 

This time it could spread 

countrywide, given the intra-party 

struggles in the ANC.  

Left unchecked, the cavalier 

cherry-picking of  economic data 

could further alienate minorities 

such as the Indian community from 

the mainstream.  

One of  the plethora of  responses 

to the article on the Standard Bank 

report suggested that the focus 

should be on growing the economy 

and thereby baking a bigger pie for 

all to share.  

Too often in our history we have 

become distracted by sideshows 

to the point that the real issues 

get clouded.   One view that I have 

started to ponder is that the EFF 

has advanced the great imperialist 

project of  divide and rule by 

spurning a “natural” alliance with 

the ANC in preference for an unholy 

one with the DA.  

If  you’re tempted into the 

narrative that the ANC represents 

the force of  national liberation and 

the DA the counter-force of  white 

monopoly capital, then it’s a fairly 

worrying line of  argument. 

There is room for hope, however. 

As our triumphant athletes 

returned from Rio, Wayde van 

Niekerk and Caster Semenya 

have ably demonstrated that the 

Mandela dream is indeed possible. 

With the right kind of  support and 

opportunity, any one of  our nation’s 

children can scale the Olympic 

podium.   Right now there’s an ugly 

atmosphere of  death and division, 

fixated with the lowest common 

denominator.  

Is there fresh leadership 

somewhere out there that can chart 

the race to the top and unite us in a 

common nationhood?

■ Buccus is senior research 

associate at ASRI, research fellow  in 

the school of  social sciences at  the 

University of  KwaZulu-Natal  and 

academic director of  a university 

study abroad programme on political 

transformation. 
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SAGE: Can we bring back the Khumbaya days of Nelson Mandela?

Pioneer in struggle 
for women’s equality

Actor and TV presenter Tumisho Masha, 
after surviving a five-hour hijacking ordeal 
in which he was held hostage in his car.
 
 
 
 
 

THEY are not adhering to the oath that they 
have taken, especially the honourable 
member here of the DA (Phumzile van 
Damme). How are we going to respect 
this committee? You should also be 
honourable. Some members are not 
honourable in this case. Why should I 
account to you when you don’t give us 
money? – SABC chief operating officer 
Hlaudi Motsoeneng, speaking to the 
parliamentary portfolio committee on 
communications.

 
 

I DIDN’T get this money at some spaza shop. 
What we’ve (given) them is peanuts. We 
should actually give them R1 million each. 
This money is a pat on the back to say 
that it’s a job well done. – Sports Minister 
Fikile Mbalula, announcing monetary 
rewards for Team SA Olympic medallists.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE apology is extended to all women of 
South Africa. Many members of the MK 
Veterans Association are women. They 
paid the ultimate price for freedom. It 
is wrong that they must be subjected 
to physical violence, and experience 
the emotional trauma consequent to 
lack of judgement when their leaders 
make public pronouncements in their 
name. – Umkhonto we Sizwe Veterans 
Association chairman and Deputy Defence 
Minister Kebby Maphatsoe, after agreeing 
to a R500 000 settlement in the defamation 
suit brought against him by former intelligence 
minister Ronnie Kasrils.
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WHEN an organisation has reached an 
advanced stage it must work towards 
sustaining its peak rather than 
regressing. 

Such is the state of the ANC Youth 
League. The body’s rich history and glo-
ry days have been lost.

The ANCYL was the mirror of the 
future of the ANC; an organisation that 
worked energetically to move the moth-
er body from narrowed nationalism and 
domestication of politics to multiracial 
and working-class consciousness. 

This league that used to be the 
agenda-setter in the discussions is be-
ing relegated to politics of blind individ-
ual defenders. 

It is no longer advancing the inter-
ests of young people but has become 
the defender of patronage and career-
ism.

Among the giants who formed and 
shaped its ideological framework were 
AP Mda and  Anton Lembede. 

The league shook its mother body 
with its militant programme of action 
which led to their kingmaker title being 
placed upon them. 

It was during these times that an 
analytical ANCYL moved to challenge 
the norm of passiveness from the con-
servative ANC and ensured that socie-
ty played a larger role in ensuring the 
oppressive apartheid government was 
shaken from its comfort zone.  

It cannot be doubted that the AN-
CYL viewed its elders as an elite group 
of professionals oblivious to the masses 
and their daily struggles.

With David Bopape, a teacher and 
organiser of workers, among its leader-
ship, the league moved that the plight 

of workers be adopted as part of the 
ANC’s programme. 

This further strengthened ties be-
tween the liberation movement and the 
Communist Party. 

From that stage, the organisation 
was moving from one milestone to the 
next in terms of political achievements.

It is this very organisation which 
produced the likes of Nelson Mandela,  
Walter Sisulu, Chris Hani and Oliver  
Tambo, who became the greatest con-
tributors to the liberation of South  
Africa and ultimately the democratic 
breakthrough.

It is as if these history pages have 
been ripped out now. 

We are at the stage of  “cry, our be-
loved organisation”!

■ Hlengiwe Nkonyane, Vosloorus, 
Ekurhuleni

IN THE article, “A pioneer  feminist be-
fore feminism came into vogue” 
(July 24), Xolela Mangcu pays tribute to 
Phyllis Ntantala-Jordan, whom he 
describes as a pioneer of black feminist 
thought. 
During the month when we celebrate 
all the women of South Africa, I would 
like to echo the sentiments expressed 
in that article. 

Born in the Eastern Cape, Ntantala 
was indeed destined to become one of 
the outstanding feminists of her time. 
She tells her story in her autobiography, 
“A Life’s Mosaic”,  a candid account of 
the life of a woman who freed herself 
from stereotypes based upon women’s 
inferior status in society.  

Her feminist views were reflected 
in her activism as she participated in 
the struggles that faced Africans in 
the 1950s and 1960s, from racist laws, 

Bantu education, to the migrant labour 
system and forced removals. Refusing 
to be silenced at a time when the yoke 
of patriarchy hung heavily on African 
women, Ntantala never shied away 
from speaking out on public platforms 
during campaigns against apartheid.

Even before her biography, she 
wrote the celebrated article, “Widows of 
the Reserves”,  which was translated into 
French, Flemish and Dutch, and which, 
in her own words,  “opened the window 
on ‘the tragic story of thousands of 
young women who are widowed long 
before they reach the age of 30; young 
married women whose lives have been 
one long song of sorrow – burying one 
child after another, and lastly burying 
the husband; that lover she has never 
known as husband and father’.” 

Nobody expected that 22 years af-
ter democracy, the country would be 

witness to such a replay of history.
As we come to the end of Women’s 

Month, it is worth going back in history 
to pay tribute to South African women 
who spent their lives in exile, such as 
Ntantala-Jordan, a giant intellectual 
and feminist who never lost her emo-
tional ties to her roots. 

■ Zonke Majodina, Joburg

FEMINIST: Phyllis Ntantala

Cry, the beloved ANCYL, its rich 
history and glory days are lost  

Wayde-ing into     

AA policies

LEAP OF FAITH: Archbishop Emeritus Desmond Tutu.

A STANDING ovation for the rhetoric in “I see Van 
Niekerk as a black sprinter”, as lamented by Madala 
Thepa. 
Question: Where in the queue of affirmative action 
(gold medal aside) would Van Niekerk stand for a 
job interview according to the legislation on equi-
ty, considering the “warped” logic, they were “bred” 
from the master’s house, given a “better” location to 
live in, a “better” job and taught a “rich curriculum”?

Question: “Black” Americans had long been lib-
erated from the “coloured” etiquette. They are now 
known as African-Americans, denoting their ances-
try. When will this derogatory violation of human 
rights be corrected, seeing that the government is 
still condoning this misdemeanour? 

Question: Why do governmental official forms 
still categorise us as “coloured” and not “black” (as 
Thepa purports) or African (as we were “bastard-
ised” in Africa)?  

The apartheid regime were the master manipu-
lators of the “divide and rule” syndrome. 

Were they so good that we are now expediting 
it?

■ Daniel Julius, Ennerdale


