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Introduction: A shared dispute?

Erik Doxtader & Fanie du Toit

 


 


The question of reconciliation is persistent. It is a question that we have in common, a shared question that must be posed and posed again if we are to come to a fuller understanding of who we have been, what we are, and what we hope to become – together.

If reconciliation is an opportunity to create and recreate the bond between us, it also brings with it a set of uncomfortable dilemmas. There is a good chance that reconciliation was a necessary condition for the negotiated revolution that ended apartheid and, that at the same time, it directed us away from, if not distracted us from, some of South Africa’s most pressing problems. It is possible that the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) taught us a great deal about reconciliation’s value and, at the same time, did not teach us much about how to carry on the process for ourselves. Today, we have likely grown a bit tired of listening to the debates over reconciliation’s promise and yet, at the same time, we still hear the Constitution’s profound claim that reconciliation is fundamental to the development of a just society.

These ambiguities make it difficult to agree on what reconciliation means, how it works and why it’s important. Sometimes we think of it as our most prized idea, the next moment as cheap deception. Here it involves one thing, over there another. Sometimes it’s a process, at
other times it’s a goal. Depending on the situation, it is the basis for national pride, institutional policy, a community initiative, or something that unfolds between individuals. In some cases, it is all of these at once. Complicating things further, reconciliation evidently changes form over time and across contexts. Thus, not only is it impossible to tie reconciliation to one precise meaning, but its dynamism makes it difficult to understand how reconciliation challenges and transforms us.

There is no doubt that reconciliation’s ambiguity is frustrating. It seems that the bar is always moving – there is always something more (or less) to be done. Perhaps this is precisely why reconciliation, an idea and perhaps ideal of unity, so often provokes such significant and heated disagreement. For many, such incongruity is a reason to put it back on the shelf. And tempting though it may be, the cost of this decision is an appreciation for what may be gained as we share in the dispute over reconciliation. Our collective disagreement over what reconciliation is and what it does is a singular opportunity to turn away from violence and learn how we can argue and debate with one another in productive ways, in ways that produce democratic power and change how we live. If we look beyond the desire for simple definitions, reconciliation is a call to find and create common meaning, including the meaning of reconciliation. It is a moment in which to ask how we can engage with others, the new ways in which we can think, speak, and act differently – together.

Reconciliation brings us to the simple fact that, in order to understand one another, we sometimes have to bracket what we know, doubt our own capacities, and defer the answers we thought we had. Yet, by carrying the personal into the political arena and the political into the personal, reconciliation can – in the short and longer term – contribute to collective understanding and productivity, but not in simple or simplistic ways. It does so by fostering engagement and promoting common dialogue. For this very reason, as it opens and safeguards space for genuine and humane interaction, reconciliation confuses bureaucrats, confounds
fundamentalists and frustrates hegemons.

These are not abstract ideas. They carry political potential. In forging the transition from apartheid to democracy, a spirit of reconciliation carried the day. But life, in the long run, is not lived in the rarified air of surprise. Despite our best hopes and high expectations, the exhilaration of the moment, the outright thrill of beginning again in South Africa, gradually gave way to the sobering question of what reconciliation might mean for tomorrow given that so much of yesterday is still a reality. The TRC laid bare this question, if not the full extent of yesterday’s long shadow into the present. Today, its reply requires careful thought about what reconciliation has done and significant imagination about what it might yet do. The matter has become urgent: reconciliation itself must be allowed to enter into a transition of its own, into a new phase, an innovative process that can shed light on its history, its reality and its untold possibilities. To do otherwise, to ignore that reconciliation’s potential hinges on how well it can read and once again adapt to the signs of the times risks turning one of our greatest strengths against us.

The essays gathered here betray the fact that the question of reconciliation hangs in the balance. Individually and together, they demonstrate that reconciliation is an open question and make an important case for why the question needs to remain open. Coming from a wide range of perspectives and drawing on significant experience, the essays stage a timely conversation and provide much needed fuel for the South African debate over reconciliation. They contend – in subtle and provocative ways – that it is time to complicate, challenge and remake our understanding of reconciliation. This is not the time to dismiss reconciliation any more than it is a moment to blindly accept inherited interpretations of its meaning. There are choices to be made.

To approach the question of reconciliation, we may need to look in three directions at once. As many of the contributors suggest, it is vital that we look back and take stock of reconciliation’s historical promise. It has made valuable contributions and yet sometimes has been mistaken
for the whole picture. For this reason, we would do well to recall in more precise detail the ways in which reconciliation has shaped the South African landscape and ask whether we have forgotten some of its important dynamics. Such reflection does not deny the urgency of the present. In fact, as a number of the essays demonstrate, reconciliation’s promise rests heavily on our ability to see what is happening today, right now. In a sense, the ‘road to reconciliation’ sets us in the middle of a two-way street: reconciliation offers a way to understand the fault lines that currently divide South Africans just as our divisions afford insight into the kinds of work to which reconciliation must be dedicated. Thus, in order to move forward, many of the reflections that follow argue that we need to recommit ourselves to imagining a future that neither forsakes the project of reconciliation nor succumbs to unrealistic expectations about its power.

Both sympathetic and critical, the voices that compose this book make plain that we cannot sing to only one choir. The question of reconciliation is between us. It is a problem that cuts across institutions, politics, community and culture. With many facets and formulations, it a question that must be asked with a recognition that easy answers may be just another name for disappointment.

Where did the TRC leave us? This is the question with which we often begin. It seems naïve to suggest that we are somehow ‘beyond’ the Commission or that its efforts to promote reconciliation are best relegated to a discrete moment of the transition. In the eyes of some, the Commission’s work offers a crucial precedent and a discourse that continues to justify and underwrite reconciliation’s practice. For others, the potential of the TRC’s efforts is tempered by a sense of what it was not able to do – perhaps through no fault of its own – and the way in which it relied on a relatively narrow interpretation of reconciliation. As a number of the essays here point out, the idea of reconciliation has a long and tangled history in South Africa, a legacy that did not occupy much of the Commission’s time. While some of this past may
haunt, other parts of it may yet inspire. Thus, looking behind rather than beyond the TRC may be important to the degree that it provides both a fuller sense of reconciliation’s limits and a fuller picture of how it can be brought to bear on the current issues of the day.

Does reconciliation matter? This question can be interpreted in at least two ways. On the one hand, there is the problem of whether reconciliation has a role to play in the most pressing challenge of our time, levelling the material and economic playing field. Whether we are discussing land, reparation or the appropriate forms of affirmative action, the assumption that reconciliation is an empty symbol of unity may overlook the ways in which it can enable debate over how to distribute what are surely finite resources. On the other hand, there is the issue of whether reconciliation is still a widespread matter of concern. Who cares? As the development of national reparation policy brought little satisfaction, victims are tired of struggling for recognition; admitted beneficiaries of the old regime are increasingly rare birds; representative voices for the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ go round and round, locked into assumptions that seem unlikely to ever convince the ‘other’ side. Confronting this paralysis, some of which may follow from the TRC’s unspoken premises, one of the threads that run through the essays in this book is an attempt to look beyond arguments driven by self-interest and ask whether there are communal and community-based logics that can cultivate interest in reconciliation and energise its practice.

Do we need a new consensus about reconciliation? This may well be a trick question. Much of our frustration with reconciliation can be traced to the fact that we want to share a common vision prior to beginning its work. In presupposing what remains to be created, we may thus sell reconciliation short or even change it into its opposite. While there are no guarantees, it is in asking the question of reconciliation that we demonstrate that we do not have all the answers – for ourselves – and that we are open to new possibilities. Perhaps reconciliation’s potential remains foremost in the asking. As the essays here demonstrate, in no
uncertain terms, it is time once again to ask the questions and debate their answers – together.

This book began with our own struggle to approach the question of reconciliation. In closing, we would like to express our profound gratitude to all of the contributors for their dedicated efforts and commitment to this work. For her invaluable organisational assistance, we extend our thanks to Felicia Thomas, and for his editorial input, Russell Martin of Jacana. In addition, we are deeply grateful to the staff and board of the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation for their insight and support, as well as to the main funders of the Institute: the Royal Dutch Embassy and the Royal Danish Embassy, both in Pretoria, the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency and the Charles Steward Mott Foundation.




Reconciliation in South Africa

Thabo Mbeki

 


 


The 1993 Constitution of the Republic of South Africa came into force on 27 April 1994 – South Africa Freedom Day. Its Chapter 15, entitled ‘General and Transitional Provisions’, concluded with a section headed ‘National Unity and Reconciliation’. (The 1996 Constitution confirmed the continuing validity of this section of the 1993 Constitution. In turn, Act 34 of 1995, authorising the establishment of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), reiterated the principles that appear below.) This section begins with the vision expressed in bold words: ‘This Constitution provides a historic bridge between the past of a deeply divided society characterised by strife, conflict, untold suffering and injustice, and a future founded on the recognition of human rights, democracy and peaceful co-existence and development opportunities for all South Africans, irrespective of colour, race, class, belief or sex. The pursuit of national unity, the well-being of all South African citizens and peace require reconciliation between the people of South Africa and the reconstruction of society.’

In these words, the 1993 Interim Constitution committed ‘the people of South Africa’ to act together to achieve the integrated goals of the well-being of all South Africans, national unity, national reconciliation, peace and the reconstruction of society. The Constitution stated why it
was fundamentally important that these objectives should be achieved: ‘This Constitution provides a historic bridge between the past of a deeply divided society characterised by strife, conflict, untold suffering and injustice, and a future founded on the recognition of human rights, democracy and peaceful co-existence and development opportunities for all South Africans, irrespective of colour, race, class, belief or sex.’ It therefore visualised the transformation of a ‘deeply divided society’ into a new one brought about through the implementation of policies and programmes focused on building democracy, entrenching a human rights culture, promoting development for all and achieving unity in diversity.

The Constitution openly recognised the fact that our past made it inevitable that we would have to contend with ‘a legacy of hatred, fear, guilt and revenge’. To address the challenge of this legacy, arguing that we should not allow the past to continue to dictate division and conflict in terms of the future, it said: ‘These can now be addressed on the basis that there is a need for understanding but not for vengeance, a need for reparation but not for retaliation, a need for ubuntu but not for victimisation.’ This outlook served as the philosophy that guided the work of the TRC, whose creation the Constitution authorised in these terms: ‘In order to advance such reconciliation and reconstruction, amnesty shall be granted in respect of acts, omissions and offences associated with political objectives and committed in the course of the conflicts of the past.’ In these terms, Parliament was called upon to adopt legislation ‘providing for the mechanisms, criteria and procedures, including tribunals, if any, through which such amnesty shall be dealt with at any time after the law has been passed’.

However, given what we have said, it is clear that the TRC was not visualised as the beginning and the end of the process of national reconciliation. Rather, it was a vitally important intervention to respond constructively to the legacy of ‘hatred, fear, guilt and revenge’, which had to be addressed as a necessary condition to create the atmosphere in
which South Africans could together pursue such objectives as national unity, national reconciliation and the well-being of all.

Whatever the shortcomings of the TRC, if any, and despite criticisms of the follow-up to its recommendations, there can be no gainsaying its seminal contribution to our national reconciliation, within the context of its specific mandate. At the same time, the point can justifiably be made that some people concluded, wrongly, that the TRC constituted the beginning and the end of the process of national reconciliation. Contrary to this, the 1993 Constitution defined the wider and essential challenge of national reconciliation as effecting such fundamental transformation of our society as would, in its words, ‘open a new chapter in the history of our country’.

It would therefore seem obvious that to achieve this goal, we must encourage our society as a whole to focus on the perspective and vision which inspired the drafters of the 1993 Constitution, who had the serious and historic responsibility to ensure a peaceful transition from white minority apartheid rule to a new reality in which ‘the people shall govern’. To focus concretely on this perspective and vision will require that we confront precisely the legacy ‘of a deeply divided society’ which the 1993 Constitution enjoined us to address. We must therefore ask and answer the question openly and frankly, however painful this may be: What is it that continues to divide South African society and therefore militates against the achievement of the objectives of national unity and reconciliation, founded fundamentally on the social equity described in the 1993 Constitution as ‘development opportunities for all South Africans, irrespective of colour, race, class, belief or sex’?

To come directly to the central matter at issue: to achieve national unity and reconciliation, we must confront our racist legacy as a historical challenge that faces all South Africans, black and white. Put simply, either we sweep consideration of this racist legacy under the carpet, and therefore abjure the advance to ‘peaceful coexistence’, national unity and reconciliation, or we confront it, consciously and
purposively, to pursue the objectives of ‘peaceful coexistence’, national unity and reconciliation. The one excludes the other. The challenge to ‘open a new chapter in the history of our country’, for which the 1993 Constitution called, makes it obligatory that we respond to the challenge to choose between these two approaches, without equivocation.

Our country continues to be defined by the terminal malady of ‘a deeply divided society’, which the 1993 Constitution enjoined us to ‘cure’. This is not to say that nothing has been done in the last fifteen years to address this challenge. However, we still have a long way to go before we can say we have achieved national unity and reconciliation, which were correctly visualised as the defining features and product of a truly democratic, non-racial, non-sexist and prosperous South Africa. The challenge is to generate the necessary united national effort consistently, daily, to take the incremental steps that will lead us to its formation.

South Africa is one of the most diverse countries in the world in terms of its racial and ethnic composition and disparity in standards of living. It also suffers from the consequences created by the fact that to sustain white minority rule, the successive apartheid regimes used this diversity to divide the South African population, setting the racial and ethnic groups one against the other. Thus they nurtured sets of particular and exclusive racial and ethnic consciousness, with each group inspired to pursue its special interests in what amounted to a zero-sum game, predicated on the proposition that a win-win solution was impossible. Accordingly, in terms of this paradigm, the ‘peaceful co-existence and development opportunities for all South Africans, irrespective of colour, race, class, belief or sex’, as visualised in the 1993 Constitution, could never be accomplished.

The tragedy and challenge we face with regard to the pursuit of the objective of national unity and reconciliation is that the divisive and disparate racial and ethnic consciousness to which I have referred remains an important part of what constitutes ‘the mind of the nation’.
Further compounding this problem, which describes the subjective plane, this consciousness is based on an objective, material reality which either reflects the subjective understanding we have mentioned or has the potential to do so. To put this matter more directly, the reality we have to deal with is that in contemporary South Africa



	the racial and gender imbalance in the distribution of wealth, income and opportunity persists, despite the relatively rapid increase of the black middle class, and millions of our people continue to live in poverty;

	in various instances access to political power in the context of the democratic order serves as a platform for some to advance particular racial and ethnic interests, subtracting from the pursuit of the goal of national unity and reconciliation; and

	some of the ‘democratic’ public consciousness in our country is predicated on the notion that access to political power means that those in power have the opportunity to provide particular individuals and groups with their ‘turn to eat’, instead of advancing the general welfare.


Ineluctably, therefore, our society has to contend with objective and subjective centrifugal forces which militate against achievement of the goal of national unity and reconciliation. And yet the very survival of our country, and its all-round success, are conditional on its national cohesion based on respect for the concept of ‘unity in diversity’, and therefore the dominance of the centripetal forces that would lead to the ‘peaceful co-existence’ of which the 1993 Constitution spoke.

The strategic challenge we face is to ensure that the interventions of the most powerful and embedded political and socioeconomic forces in our country act to strengthen the centripetal tendencies immanent in
our society. To achieve this goal will require a conscious and sustained effort by the millions of our people who understand and stand to benefit from the realisation of the objective of the ‘peaceful co-existence and development opportunities for all South Africans, irrespective of colour, race, class, belief or sex’, and therefore our national unity and reconciliation, combining the objective and the subjective. These are the ordinary people who derive no benefit from the use of political and economic power to benefit a minority, clad in racial or ethnic clothes, and have nowhere to run if our country sinks into crisis because it fails to achieve its vitally necessary national unity and reconciliation.

The challenge ahead of us is, therefore, the mobilisation of the masses of people to ensure that they place the matter of national unity and reconciliation, properly understood, in its rightful place on the national agenda. This will also require that our political parties, business and civil society are mobilised to play their role in this regard, fully conscious of the objective reality that in the medium to long term South Africa will sink or swim depending on whether it achieves the national unity and reconciliation visualised in the 1993 and 1996 Constitutions.

Like all others, our country has to respond to its many, daily and difficult challenges. Inevitably, because of their immediate urgency, these tend to define government and other programmes of the day, making it difficult to focus on the longer-term perspective. Sometimes, what the famous British economist John Maynard Keynes said, ‘In the long run we are all dead’, is cited to argue against paying due attention to the long term. We must act to ensure that in the long run the new South Africa, for whose birth many sacrificed everything, including their lives, does not suffer a painful death because of our failure to do what each one of us should do, daily, to promote ‘the reconstruction of society’ in both its subjective and objective elements and thus to achieve sustainable national unity and reconciliation.

Our success with regard to the ‘reconstruction of society’, the very foundation of a new South Africa characterised by national unity and
reconciliation, will require that we achieve such goals as the eradication of poverty, a more equitable distribution of wealth and income, and the empowerment and emancipation of women. Like the 1993 and 1996 Constitutions, we must view and pursue these as national rather than partisan tasks, exactly because they are fundamental to the achievement of the goals of national and social cohesion. Precisely because of this, the vision that must drive us, to guarantee that we create the winning nation which all of us profess to desire, is profoundly stated in Ecclesiastes, which commands us to invest in our future: ‘Cast thy bread upon the waters: for thou shalt find it after many days.’

It is vitally important and urgent that a genuinely popular black and white movement develops, involving women and youth, based on this understanding that the new South Africa cannot exist outside the realisation of the objective of national unity and reconciliation. Each one of us, in our own selfish interest, must be ready to invest in our future and therefore make the necessary sacrifices. Accordingly, we must each know what it means to cast our bread upon the waters, knowing that we shall find it after many days, to our benefit.




Good faith is not enough: we have to dialogue

Leon Wessels

Do we know each other?

When the general election results were announced in May 1948 and Jan Smuts, then Prime Minister of South Africa, lost his Standerton seat, somebody shouted from the crowd: ‘Today we avenge the death of Jopie Fourie.’ Every Afrikaner nationalist knows that bitter history: Smuts as Minister of Justice was pivotal in Fourie’s death by firing squad, within days after a hearing by court martial. Fourie had rebelled against a decision by Louis Botha’s government to support the British in the First World War. Fourie could find no reason why South Africa should support the British against Germany in a war when they (the British) had caused the death of 26,000 Afrikaner women and children in the concentration camps. Facing the firing squad, placing his hand on his chest, he said, ‘Hier is ’n groot Afrikaner hart, groot genoeg om al jul koeëls te ontvang’ (Here is a big Afrikaner heart, big enough to receive all your bullets).
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In 2009 I saw in a newspaper the dramatic pictures of the last moments when Solomon Mahlangu, Umkhonto weSizwe (MK) fighter, was
hanged in Pretoria Central prison on 6 April 1979. Every African nationalist knows the history of Mahlangu: he left the country in 1976 after the Soweto uprising at the age of 19. He was sent to Angola where he was chosen for training in an elite force to return to South Africa to carry out a mission commemorating the Soweto uprisings of 1976. On his return, during a gun battle with police, two people were killed. Mahlangu, it is still believed, never fired a shot. He faced the murder charge alone because Monty Motloung, who fired the fatal shots, was caught by police and assaulted until he suffered brain damage. Motloung was declared mentally unfit to stand trial. As he walked to the gallows Mahlangu sang ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika’ and then said, ‘My blood will nourish the tree that will bear the fruit of freedom.’


Are we reconciled?

What I fail to understand is why we don’t care about each other’s history. Why are we so lazy to learn about our journeys, the pain we have suffered and the pain we have caused each other?

South Africa’s past will just not let us be in peace. Every year on Reconciliation Day (16 December), people ask the question ‘Where do we stand with reconciliation?’ We then raise important matters about racism, poverty and crime that affect the well-being of our nation. We lament that there is still a long road to be travelled.

What concerns me is that reconciliation is too important to be discussed only once a year on Reconciliation Day. One of the biggest mistakes we made was when we believed that after the Truth and Reconciliation (TRC) process, reconciliation would take care of itself without the nurturing of the state and civil society, at national and local levels. There was simply too much anger and unfinished business to have left it on its own. As William Faulkner said, the past is never dead, it is also never past.

When F.W. de Klerk and the National Party walked out of the Government of National Unity, when the Democratic Alliance launched
its ‘fight back’ campaign and when the ANC government of Thabo Mbeki committed itself to a ‘we know it all and will go it alone’ attitude, collectively they struck a body-blow against the spirit of reconciliation and the desire to rebuild this country together, personified by Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu.

Perhaps South Africans – all of us – have yet to own Chris Hani’s maxim: ‘We must realise that we never broke the back of the security forces, but you must realise that you never broke the spirit of liberation in the townships; therefore, we must now build this country together.’

The past still haunts us: some do not want to be reminded of it, while others want to cash in on it because they believe past ‘struggle’ is a passport to riches and power. Both these groups, the apathetic and the opportunists alike, read the Constitution and its equality provisions in a mischievous and one-eyed manner – always placing their own interests first.

The residue of colonialism and apartheid is still there. A few democratic elections cannot undo this. Our society does not revolve only around those things that lie behind us, but also around the values and rights that we now want to make part of our daily existence. These new values sprout from our past and form the basis for reaching out to the new future.

Let us admit it in all honesty: we did not know our country and its people; we also did not know our history, before or during apartheid. When a group of senior Commonwealth leaders, the so-called Eminent Persons Group, visited South Africa in 1985, they found that only about ten per cent of all white South Africans knew what was happening in the townships. Hardened policemen and soldiers remarked in those years of struggle that they would have been revolutionaries if they had to live in the townships. Today, the very old story – ‘we’ knew ‘them’ because ‘as children we played and swam in farm dams together’ – only covers the fact of ‘our’ ignorance about ‘them’.

When the Epilogue to the Interim Constitution was accepted at
the last stage stage of the negotiations in 1993, many breathed a sigh of relief. The relief was that the truth now would come to the fore in an orderly way and not in a spirit of revenge. The Epilogue made it possible for many to support the 1994 democratic elections as well as the subsequent handing over of power. Without a doubt, the Epilogue and the TRC took us a good distance. Now, we must get on and move farther still.


Attending to urgent matters

In the national interest, why can’t we, as South Africans, enter into a compact dedicated to overcoming the scourges of racism, poverty and crime? Let us grant the governing party the prerogative to enact its election manifesto but let us also agree to dialogue about these smouldering issues and rise above party politics.

We still have important matters to attend to because we missed historic opportunities to deal with them. During the TRC process, when some wanted to turn away from our violent past and just forget what happened (history has taught us that the perpetrators want to forget and the victims want to remember), we relied on the spirit of our new nation to heal the wounds caused by our violent past. But reconciliation requires much more than good faith. It has to be nurtured and encouraged. At that time there was simply not enough dialogue between South Africans about our past or our future. The lack of discussion and debate, at all levels, left many of us still strangers to one another. Many did not have a common understanding of our past or our future. Those who shouted ‘Close the books’ were naïve and wrong. Many did not know how to live with the past without stumbling over it. The past has no finish line: it is always there.

Since the negotiations ended in 1996, the ringing phrases of the Constitution’s preamble and its core values have been understood differently. Many South Africans have not embraced the Constitution’s principles with the same enthusiasm. This does not deny that through a
number of elections, South Africans have legitimised the Constitution and determined who would hold power; those holding power can implement their programmes without having to negotiate about them. Yet the end of negotiations did not herald the end of dialogue on matters of national importance and problems crucial to ensuring the realisation of the Constitution’s ideals. The Constitution itself recognises that these discussions should continue by providing for annual consideration of these matters. Recent heart-rending events – racism in Bloemfontein and xenophobic attacks countrywide – prove that a constitution is not the source of trust but is the result of trust and the instrument used to build trust.

It is within the safe spaces of the Constitution that we can begin to have dialogue with one another. We have to revive this spirit of trust through dialogue. In 2000, we had a national conference on racism; we called it a National Dialogue. It was a very important conference and important speeches were made and heard, but the nation was not in dialogue, at least if one understands that those who participated in the appalling xenophobic events of 2008 had no understanding of the constitutional values of dignity and equality.

Elections come and go; so do heads of state. But we as South Africans are always called upon to uphold the constitutional value of respect for one another because that is what our common humanity and the Constitution expect us to do, regardless of the language we speak, our nationality or our skin pigmentation.

We continue to owe each other a dialogue, within the parameters of our Constitution, on important matters of national interest. As Njabulo Ndebele has said, we must learn how to live with disagreement.


The way we talk

Armatya Sen says that Barack Obama won the American presidency not as a black American but as a reasoning American who happens to be black.


To claim your right of freedom of expression doesn’t mean that you can abandon the constitutional values that form the basis of our Bill of Rights. Why do we often revert to derogatory remarks about opponents? Don’t we have the confidence in our ability to convince listeners of the merits of our arguments?

The values contained in a constitution are the product of a country’s history. They also give an indication of the type of community that the people of the country wish to achieve. Arthur Chaskalson, the former Chief Justice, once remarked that South Africans wish to move away from a closed, repressive, racially based oligarchy towards an open, democratic society anchored in the values of human dignity, equality and freedom.

During the constitutional negotiations someone posed a cynical question: ‘If you call me “sir”, does it mean that you are respecting my human dignity?’ The negotiations were noted for an insistence on much more than a simple emphasis on human dignity. That is why the Constitution spells out the relevant values in detail: South Africa is a single, sovereign, democratic state based on the principles of human dignity, equality, human rights and freedom, non-racism and non-sexism, on the supreme authority of the Constitution and the sovereignty of the law. In many different decisions written by many different judges, the Constitutional Court has left no uncertainty about the importance of constitutional values and how these values must shape the administration of justice.

While legal experts have a role to play, the responsibility of imparting content and bringing into force the nation’s constitutional values is too important to be left to these people only. After they are elected, members of Parliament take an oath that they will uphold the Constitution – not only their favourite sections in the Constitution. The significance of this oath was well expressed by the journalist Richard Cohen: ‘They give us their word. We give them our country.’ Beyond this, we should be bold enough to take a stand on these values
in everyday situations. International lessons are clear: it does not matter how old your democracy is or how deeply seated your culture of human rights happens to be: human rights violations happen the moment you lower your guard.

The Freedom Charter stipulates that the land belongs to all who live in it. There is no qualification to this provision; it doesn’t mean ‘The land belongs to those who live in it provided that they agree with everything I say and believe’. Why, then, do some act differently? Is it because we argue and we don’t reason? Because we know how to demand respect but are not so keen to show respect? Because we are keen to state our case but not so keen to listen when others state their case? The problem is that we seldom leave our home bases in order to discuss contentious matters with others because it is much easier to talk about than to talk with one another.

We still harbour the prejudices of the past. If I don’t agree with you, it doesn’t make me a lesser South African or an enemy of the state. I may lose my argument in the court of public opinion, but that doesn’t make me inferior to you as a human being. The Constitution still expects us to respect each other, even if we don’t like one another. I believe South Africans want us to respect the Constitution and to respect each other. To make the Constitution a living document requires from all of us more than lip service to its terms and ideals.


Never lose patience with the big dialogue of reconciliation

What has happened to the trust we were dreaming about? Why did Thabo Mbeki lament the ‘two worlds’ in South Africa, referring to the racial and material divisions in our country? Why did he yearn for a new South Africa without racial and xenophobic prejudice?

That South Africa is a deeply divided society has become a cliché. But what is not always properly understood is that this division is not limited to the prejudices that exist between white and black. The divisions within communities – between the rich and the poor, those in
power and those without – are sometimes as real as the conflicts of the past. At the root of this dissension lies a need for security as well as a desire to realise unfulfilled ideals.

What we need to do is strengthen the confidence of some people and scale down the expectations of others. This can only be done by exposing opposing groups to each other so that everyone can take notice of the other’s fears and expectations. This demands a multi-dimensional operation, a variety of actors and a range of conciliators at a variety of community levels. It is something that must certainly come to fulfilment at the national level, but it is equally important at the local level, where too many remain idle when it comes to the issue of reconciliation.

Community leaders, city councillors, regional leaders, church leaders and ordinary citizens ought to play an increasing role in realising reconciliation. It is at the local level that most people experience conflict. It is here that people rub shoulders. It is thus the place where the chances of reconciliation are greatest, because people know both each other and the issues at hand.

It is not always easy to gain access to all interested groups and identify common interests between conflicting parties. This demands patience and determination, and some people have already lost patience. It is obvious that the big dialogue in this country will not be concluded soon. For this reason, those who are serious about reconciliation should never lose patience. It is only by being engaged in the processes of reconciliation that one realises that South Africa is big enough for us all, but too small for one group to dodge the other.


What is reconciliation?

Reconciliation is an undertaking to accept one another’s good faith; to understand that reconciliation and transformation are two sides of the same coin; to embrace justice for me and you; to resolve differences through discussion; to develop understanding for the other side of the argument; not to get stuck in the past, but to forge forward, together.
Reconciliation does not mean a grey sameness or the absence of a difference of opinion. It does not mean a false acceptance of other standpoints, the sort of gesture that amounts only to an insincere, patronising attitude.

This is how reconciliation becomes a way of life and not a one-day event every year. As S[image: e9781431403936_img_511.gif]ren Kierkegaard once said, life must be lived forward, but it should be understood backwards.
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