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CHRONOLOGY

	1652	First Dutch settlement founded at the Cape by Jan van Riebeeck
	1836	Start of the Great Trek by Afrikaners from the Cape
	1886	Discovery of gold on Witwatersrand
	1899-1902	Anglo-Boer War
	1910	Union of South Africa founded with the merging of the Boer Republics of the Orange Free State and the Transvaal and the British colonies of the Cape and Natal
	1912	Foundation of the African National Congress in Bloemfontein
	1913	Native Land Act restricts blacks to reservations, depriving millions of their birthright
	1918	Nelson Mandela born in the Eastern Cape
	1948	National Party comes to power on platform of separating races
	1955	Congress of the People adopts the Freedom Charter
	1959	Pan-Africanist Congress (PAC) breaks away from ANC
	1960	Sharpeville Massacre: 69 protesters killed by police; ANC and PAC banned
	1962	Nelson Mandela arrested
	1964	Nelson Mandela and other ANC leaders sentenced to life imprisonment
	1976	Soweto student uprising
	1977	Steve Biko dies in police custody
	1989	F. W. de Klerk takes over leadership of National Party
	1990	F. W. de Klerk unbans the ANC and PAC and releases Mandela from prison
	1994	First democratic election; inauguration of Mandela as president
	1999	Thabo Mbeki inaugurated as president after ANC wins increased majority
	2004	Mbeki wins second term with even larger majority for ANC
	2005	Jacob Zuma fired as deputy president and charged with corruption
	2006	Jacob Zuma acquitted of charge of raping the daughter of a family friend; corruption case thrown out of court on a technicality
	2007	Zuma defeats Mbeki in election for leadership of the ANC; Zuma charged again with corruption, fraud, racketeering, money laundering, and tax evasion
	2008	ANC deposes Mbeki as national president after a judge throws out Zuma’s corruption case on a technicality; Kgalema Motlanthe is appointed as caretaker president; ANC breakaway movement, the Congress of the People (COPE), founded in Bloemfontein, birthplace of the ANC
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INTRODUCTION: THE NEW STRUGGLE

There is no shortcut to the country of our dreams.

—NELSON MANDELA,

ON THE FIRST ANNIVERSARY OF THE FIRST ALL-RACE ELECTIONS

 

 

 

 

The history of countries throwing off tyrannical regimes tends to follow a pattern. In the immediate aftermath there is euphoria, accompanied by utopian pledges for the future. Then the new rulers find the business of governing more difficult and messier than they could ever have imagined. They also find that it is far harder to overcome their own past than they had appreciated as they plotted their takeover in prison or in exile. It is in this second stage that the true meaning and trajectory of a revolution unfolds.

In Eastern Europe after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the jubilation at the overthrow of communism soon gave way to distress at the hardship of the shift to free-market economics and to agonising over how to exorcise the past. Africa had yet harder experience in the second half of the twentieth century, when the continent celebrated as colonial flags were struck down, only to see the promise of the new era swiftly implode. The new states were betrayed by the colonizing powers, which had equipped them with only a handful of graduates to run their governments. They were betrayed by Moscow and Washington, who used them as proxy battlefields of the Cold War. Most of all they were betrayed by their own leaders, many of whom did little but bask in personality cults and  fill foreign bank accounts while beggaring their people. These new states inherited a complex set of challenges, not least how to take a largely undeveloped society into the modern world. The task would have challenged any new political cast, however brilliant. South Africa, the continent’s unofficial superpower, is no different.

For a few years after the end of white rule in 1994, Nelson Mandela’s visionary leadership encouraged the hazy belief that a political miracle had occurred and that a new South Africa had been born, exorcised of the torment of the past. For many years it had been widely assumed that South Africa’s fight for liberation from apartheid would end in a race war. Instead, the tall, dignified leader of the African National Congress emerged from twenty-seven years in prison preaching forgiveness. Together with the last white president, F. W. de Klerk, a more flawed but also brave leader, Mandela steered their troubled land to peace. South Africa’s negotiated transition from white rule to democracy was one of the wonders of the late twentieth century. But it was only the first chapter of the postliberation narrative.

The ANC made a steady start in tackling the legacy of white rule. It swiftly introduced a liberal constitution supported by independent courts that guaranteed rights long denied under apartheid. It revived the economy. It established South Africa as a presence on the world stage. But after fifteen years in power, the ANC is in danger of losing its way. It has catastrophically failed its two greatest challenges, AIDS and the collapse of Zimbabwe on its border. Now it is fighting to escape the shadow of so many other liberation movements that came to office with great dreams only to see them founder under the weight of unfulfillable expectations and against the backdrop of corruption, infighting, and misrule. South Africa’s second “struggle” is underway.
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When I first came to South Africa in April 1993, the struggle against apartheid was reaching a dramatic climax. Mandela had been released from prison and the ANC unbanned three years earlier, but white extremists and Zulu irredentists threatened to secede and plunge the country into chaos. While the worst of the apartheid laws had been repealed, traveling across the country was still  like stepping back in time. Outside the major cities the only black people in sight in the areas traditionally set aside for whites worked at gas stations and cafés or waited at the side of the road for transport home to their township. The presenters on state radio had the same homely tones—and fruity 1950s BBC intonation—that had comforted white South Africans through the long years of white rule. The news was unremittingly bleak: mediation talks between the ANC and the government were stalling; pylons had been blown up by right-wing extremists; the townships east of Johannesburg were engulfed in fighting. It all sounded depressingly familiar.

I had come to South Africa from Bosnia after eighteen months’ reporting on Yugoslavia’s descent into civil war. There I had learned to despair of the cynicism of politicians who whipped up ancient ethnic animosities for their own ends. There were grim parallels with the situation in South Africa. Just as shadowy paramilitaries stoked tensions in the Bosnian hinterland in the countdown to the war, death squads were at work in South Africa, running through early morning trains in the sprawling townships of Soweto randomly killing commuters and fomenting the fighting in the townships. Then, of course, there were the maps.

Under apartheid the domestic maps of South Africa had resembled giant blotting pads, reflecting the borders that the Nationalists drew up for the tribal “homelands” to ensure that whites rather than blacks had most of the prime agricultural land. Now right-wingers were once again plotting another unjust carve-up, this time of a white rather than a black homeland that would keep them safe from the “horrors” of majority rule. Their proposals bore no relation to demographics of political reality. They reminded me of the maps that Bosnian Serb warlords had sketched out for me over endless glasses of plum brandy, ludicrously justifying their annexation of most of Bosnia. In those uncertain months of the southern autumn and winter, I learned to dread the moment when during an interview an Afrikaner would announce it was time to look at the map.

Robert Van Tonder was the ultimate bittereinder (from South African history, an Afrikaner who refused to surrender to the British). A short, silver-haired man with a military bearing and bright red cheeks, he favored a blazer and tie rather than the long socks and khaki shorts that were once the signature of white African farmers. The impression was more country club than  Afrikaner patriarch, but his clipped sardonic tones espoused the Old Testament certainties and white supremacist convictions of the early Afrikaners who had fled to South Africa in the seventeenth century.

Van Tonder’s father had been one of the diehards who wanted to fight the imperial British troops to the last in the Anglo-Boer war at the start of the twentieth century. His mother had spent years in a British concentration camp. In his fevered imagination he would lead the followers of his tiny Boerestaat (Afrikaner homeland) party into the grave rather than submit to the “communistic” (his descriptor) ANC. I met him in June 1993, in the last turbulent year of white rule. He stood as if to attention, gazing out over the gum trees that lined his farm. There had been no rain for two months. A chill wind sweeping over the veld rippled through his maize. It also seemed to prime his doom-laden rhetoric. His voice rose. The dismal history of postcolonial Africa would be repeated in South Africa. F. W. de Klerk, the then president negotiating a settlement with the ANC, was a traitor and a fool. Civil war would follow if there were not a white homeland.

“I was in the desert a long time, but now they say I am a prophet . . .” he said. “De Klerk is trying to reconstruct the Tower of Babel. He’s trying to do the impossible. How in the hell will he succeed? They will say, ‘Van Tonder, you are raving in calling for a separate Afrikaner state.’ But if they don’t agree, they will have a Lebanon situation.”1 He stopped abruptly and led me into his farmhouse. There he reached for a map of South Africa from the mid-nineteenth century, when the short-lived Boer Republics of the Transvaal, Northern Natal, and the Orange Free State were just taking shape. As we sat looking out over the veld, I knew I was in for a long afternoon. There is something about irredentists and maps.

“General de Gaulle said every fifty years the world goes mad,” he said as his stubby fingers jabbed at his chart. “The nonsense the ANC tells people. The resistance of the Boerestaat is as inevitable as the sun coming up in the morning.” He took me outside. Under the thin wintry sun we gazed out over his farm, stretching into the empty veld. He saluted under the vierkleur (the old Boer Republic flag) for a photograph. Then, unsmiling, he waved me away.

Van Tonder’s defiance and racist rancor appeared unbending. But the elections of April 1994 swept away his dreams of stopping the clock and exposed  his party as little more than a few right-wingers with a fax machine. A dozen or so kindred spirits detonated bombs, killing more than twenty people on the eve of the elections. The dull boom echoed across Johannesburg one sunny Sunday morning, as the most deadly of these bombs exploded outside a hotel in the center of the city. But there was no third Boer War. The bombers were swiftly arrested, tried, and convicted. Van Tonder repaired to his farm in mutinous isolation.

For the next four years I chronicled the fairy-tale ending of apartheid and marveled with the world at Mandela’s reconciliatory wizardry and South Africa’s transformation from a pariah state to a moral authority. I never saw Van Tonder again. He sounded off in public, decrying the new order, once a year on what was known under apartheid as the Day of the Covenant, the anniversary of the 1838 annihilation of a Zulu army by a few hundred Boers. These annual diatribes, handwritten in spidery script, would chug through my fax machine in my office in Johannesburg. I could translate only a few words of the Afrikaans, but the apocalyptic gist was clear from the exclamation marks. Then, almost fourteen years after my first visit to his farm, I had an extraordinary flashback to the old dinosaur. I was keen to write about the phenomenon of the new black middle class bursting out of the townships and had been told to head for Cosmo City, one of the new glitzy housing estates booming on Johannesburg’s outskirts.

Themba Molefe, a diminutive figure with square thick-rimmed glasses reminiscent of the style sported by the late Zairean dictator Mobutu Sese Seko, was one of the doughty journalists who in the old era sought to expose the abuses of apartheid. In the final months of white rule we had celebrated together until dawn, after the white government and the ANC reached a peace settlement. Fourteen years later, he was the first to highlight that where Van Tonder’s crops once swayed in the winter wind, there was now a smart new housing estate for blacks. The giant gum trees that fringed Van Tonder’s home were still standing. But most of the right-winger’s farm tracks were hidden beneath tarmac. Where his faded “old” South African flag once fluttered defiantly at his gatepost was a billboard advertising special deals. In the final insult to his memory, his thatched farmhouse had become the site headquarters. The nerve center of the  Boerestaat had become Cosmo City, a temple to black middle-class bling.

Van Tonder never lived to see the bulldozers turning his hectares into swanky black housing; he died in 1999 after a long fight against cancer, railing to the last against the advent of democracy. But there is one aspect of post-apartheid South Africa that would unquestionably have surprised him: the ANC embraced capitalism with a relish unthinkable when its leaders returned from exile and prison in 1990, talking of nationalizing the commanding heights of the economy. With its fancy mock Tuscan homes with fake campaniles and pastel-shaded villas with giant engraved bronze gates, the United States of America Boulevard was a solid symbol of the vanquishing of the old order. Cosmo City was the fruit of a partnership between private developers and the authorities. It offered three categories of houses, including state-subsidized low-cost homes for people from a nearby shantytown. It was tangible evidence of the success of the new order. Under apartheid black people had had to reside in drab dormitory townships deprived of all but basic amenities. Now they could glory in the best the free market had to offer.

In the old days, when radical politics held sway in anti-apartheid circles, Castro Street or Guevara Avenue would have been the address of choice. The profusion of American street names in the wealthier area of Cosmo City, including Tennessee Street and Las Vegas Crescent, reflected how a more globalized view of the world had taken hold of the ANC.

The ANC has proved a reliable steward of sub-Saharan Africa’s largest economy, embracing orthodox fiscal and monetary policies and handling the nation’s finances far more steadily than the Afrikaner Nationalists in the last years of apartheid. A decade after the end of white rule, South Africa enjoyed its most concerted period of economic growth since the Second World War. Between 2004 and 2007 the economy grew at an average of 5 percent a year. If someone had suggested to me on my arrival in South Africa in the last year of white rule that the big economic argument a decade later would be how to move from 5 to 6 percent growth, I would have dismissed the idea as absurd.

In April 1993 I had rented a furnished flat next door to a tiny Johannesburg shopping center. Most nights I would repair to La Via, a homely pasta house run by Bertha, an Italian expatriate. I was usually the only customer. Bertha and her Swiss waiter, Pierre, would share predictions of gloom over carafes of red wine. She was obsessed with the idea that the ANC would impose a Marxist state.

“Look at them—they will be like Russians,” she said, marching round the empty restaurant in a mock totalitarian goose-step.

Instead, like Van Tonder’s farm, La Via and its humdrum neighboring shops have long since vanished. The shopping center houses Assaggi, one of the smartest restaurants in town, where members of the new black business elite meet to discuss deals with executives from the old white-run companies. For once in South Africa’s history, it was not just white people who were prospering. When I started a second stint as a correspondent in South Africa in January 2007, consumer confidence was at a twenty-five-year high; the Johannesburg Stock Exchange was up nearly 250 percent over the previous three years; house prices were up over 125 percent in the previous four years; new car sales had soared year after year by nearly 16 percent. In a continent where, in the second half of the twentieth century, incoming liberation movements time and again destroyed their countries’ economies, these were powerful signs of how the ANC had confounded the skeptics.

And yet I started to fret that I had been too easily seduced by the outward signs of change: the cranes and building sites testifying to an infrastructure boom, the flashy cars on the roads, and the emerging black middle class. When Thabo Mbeki succeeded Mandela in 1999, there was a sense in and outside South Africa that his leadership was just what the country needed. I was among his cheerleaders. For five myth-making years the great humanitarian had worked his magic to forge a new nation. His shrewd successor would be the technocrat to consolidate the country’s democratic foundations. But long before Mbeki was ignominiously ousted from the presidency in 2008, a more complex and troubled picture was emerging of the new society and of the ANC.

The ANC was quick to label exposés of conflicts of interest as counterrevolutionary, but like so many dominant political parties across the world, it was losing sight of the distinction between itself and the state. It had, in short, been corrupted. What, I pondered soon after my return, was I to make of the engaging party member who gossiped about how he introduced some American investors to officials in the presidency to prove to them that he had the right political credentials so he could have his share of a big deal? How was I to square that with the statistics that showed South Africa still had one of the starkest divides between rich and poor in the world? At the policy conference  of the ANC in June 2007, several thousand delegates had assembled from across the country sporting baseball caps and T-shirts with old liberation slogans. The sessions resounded with Marxist-Leninist pledges and calls for the ANC to remember that it should be “pro-poor.” I stopped in the parking lot to count the number of limousines and convertibles lined up alongside the buses that had brought humbler delegates from across the country. I gave up when I had reached two hundred.

In the colonial era the white mining magnates who made fortunes from gold and diamonds were known as the Randlords. They lunched at the paneled Rand Club in central Johannesburg, shot francolin and guinea fowl in country estates, and presided over mansions a few miles from the city center. A decade into majority rule a new class of Randlords had emerged. They were black, superrich courtesy of the ANC’s policies to reverse the financial injustices of white rule, and as well connected to the government as the Randlords had been to the colonial authorities. The new tycoons argued correctly that some of the same commentators who liked to criticize them had for years prophesied the ANC would impose a Marxist state. And yet it was Archbishop Desmond Tutu’s lament to me—that too many in the ANC were focused on self-enrichment—that was more resonant.

Life in the townships improved markedly, but with unemployment at around 30 percent it was hardly the “promised land” blacks had hoped for at the end of white rule. In 2008, nearly fourteen years to the day after I had reported on the burning of a suspected apartheid stooge, I found myself chronicling such appalling scenes again—only this time the targets were not alleged informers but immigrants accused of taking jobs from impoverished South Africans.

Against this backdrop the “Rainbow Nation” has long since lost its sparkle. A casual brutality casts a shadow over society. There were more than nineteen thousand murders in 2007 and over fifty thousand reported rapes. Beyond the small multiracial elite, South Africa is a country of polite polarization. Fearful of crime, resentful of affirmative action, wary of the pricklier stance of Mandela’s successor, and still imbued with prejudice, many whites live all but cut off from their black compatriots, in what amounts to a privatization of apartheid.

Onto the stage of this vulnerable young country balanced between potentially disastrous challenges has stepped the larger-than-life figure of Jacob Zuma.
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On a rain-swept day shortly before Christmas 2007, Zuma skipped onto a stage in a large tent outside the northern town of Polokwane. He moved with the grace of a boxer in his prime. Before him were several thousand ecstatic delegates of the ANC, tooting on horns, blowing on whistles, and swaying back and forth to old anti-apartheid tunes. Their man was thickset, in his mid-sixties, with a shining bald head, an easy smile, and a magnificent, deep, rich voice. He delivered a rousing speech. Then he paused for effect as a smile flitted across his face. Opening his shoulders, he swiveled his hips, and the word  mshini rolled from his mouth. Then his right fist was in the air, and he exploded into the stirring strains of his signature anthem, the old struggle song “Lethu Mshini Wami” (Bring Me My Machine Gun).

Zuma had just been elected leader of the ANC. Some of the more illustrious names in twentieth-century political history preceded him, including Chief Albert Luthuli, the first of the anti-apartheid movement’s three Nobel peace laureates; Oliver Tambo; and of course, Mandela. He offered the electorate the raw crowd-pleasing politics that had been sorely lacking under his aloof predecessor, Thabo Mbeki. His election was a seismic event. For a liberation movement to unseat a leader after just ten years in his position was unprecedented in southern Africa. It heralded a potential renewal for the ANC as it emerged from under the shadow of the increasingly autocratic Mbeki. Zuma had cracked the monolith of a hegemonic ruling party, setting a welcome post-apartheid precedent that leaders who erred could expect to be dismissed. The former freedom fighter had a heroic past and formidable political skills. He promised to tackle crime, AIDS, poverty, and Zimbabwe and to bring back the reconciliatory ethos of Mandela’s era. But that was not the whole story. The man who saw himself as the country’s savior had no formal education, at least eighteen children, a penchant for populism, and a history of scandal. He was embroiled in a corruption probe relating to his ties with his former financial  adviser, who was in prison for procuring a bribe for him from an arms dealer. He had been tried for the rape of the HIV-positive daughter of a family friend. While he was acquitted, his testimony further clouded his reputation. He did not dispute that he had had unprotected sex with the complainant while knowing she was HIV-positive. He testified that, according to Zulu custom, his accuser had solicited his attentions by wearing a short skirt and it would have been an insult to her to refuse her.2

The first battle, against the old South Africa of Van Tonder, has been convincingly won. Wonderfully the old racist shuffled out of South Africa’s story without much of a fight. Since then life has improved for most South Africans. But now a new battle for the soul and future of the new nation is underway. It is this drama that this book explores. It is a story of leadership, inspirational and flawed. It is the story of the near impossibility of overcoming the nightmarish legacy of an abhorrent system. It is the story of divided races seeking a common course on the same land. It is also the story of a once-lionized liberation movement learning that it is hard to buck the trend of so many revolutionary movements that have ended up losing sight of their ideals and spending more time on infighting and making money than leading the people. At its heart is the question of whether the ANC can avoid the atrophy that has enveloped other African liberation movements that had such high hopes at independence.

The hopes of a continent rest on South Africa. If it succeeds, it will be a model for the continent. If South Africa, of all places, fails despite all its advantages and the inspiration of Mandela to lead it to liberation, its failure will not just be the end of a dream nurtured for generations but a betrayal.






Chapter 1

SUCCEEDING A SAINT

I have always been unhappy with my depiction as a
demigod.

—NELSON MANDELA

 

 

I say things very foolishly I shouldn’t. Then a debate
begins about what is wrong and what is right.

—THABO MBEKI

 

 

It was never going to be easy succeeding Mandela. When he emerged from prison in 1990, he embodied the world’s hopes of a new optimistic era. He had been imprisoned since 1962 for his opposition to racist oppression. His speech from the dock when he was on trial for his life had been one of the political addresses of the century. With his release it was clear that the end of the last white minority regime in Africa was in sight and that South Africa, for so many years a global pariah, would soon assume its rightful place in the world. Just three months after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of tyranny in Eastern Europe, it was a time of dreams.

As the day of his release drew near, critics inside and outside the anti-apartheid movement feared that after twenty-seven years in captivity, he would  be out of touch. Comrades in the African National Congress (ANC) were outraged that he had been negotiating with the apartheid rulers and agonized over whether he had gone soft. Businesspeople and Western officials fretted that the seventy-one-year-old would be a Rip Van Winkle figure clinging to the outdated economic philosophy he had espoused before being imprisoned. Some nervously recalled that as a politician he had had a reputation for being a hothead.

The doubters were spectacularly wrong. Far from embittering or ossifying him, captivity—he made clear—had schooled him for the challenges ahead. Mandela was to be even more remarkable a leader than the ANC propagandists had suggested. His history as a freedom fighter and political prisoner proved merely the warm-up act to his greatest role of all, as a symbol of moral authority and as an apostle of peace.

In the frenetic days before and after the April 1994 election that ended white rule, Mandela was an itinerant prophet of reconciliation, touring the country delivering homily after homily to bind his divided nation together. In August 1993 in Katlehong, an urban wasteland of tin-roofed bungalows and shacks, after five days of fighting in which scores had died, ten thousand ANC supporters were packed into a ramshackle stadium chanting for weapons to fight their enemies from the Inkatha Freedom Party, a Zulu nationalist movement then vying for control of the township. Half a mile away the Natalspruit Hospital was treating the wounded from the latest street battles. The crowd was howling for revenge, yet Mandela gave no ground.

“If you have no discipline, you are not freedom fighters, and we do not want you in our organization,” he said in his distinctive reedy tones. “If you are going to kill innocent people and old men, you do not belong in the ANC. I am your leader. If you don’t want me, tell me to go and rest. As long as I am your leader, I will tell you where you are wrong. Your task is reconciliation.”1 He stared his angry supporters down. They shuffled out abashed.

He delivered hundreds of such speeches, often impromptu, and frequently displaying a moral clarity that few dared to question. One of his bravest and most poignant, given on a sweaty Friday morning in January 1994, has been all but forgotten.2 The first all-race elections were just three months away, and the second annual conference of the ANC Youth League was starting late. “Comrades” were still pouring into the giant community hall in the center of Soweto,  minutes after Mandela had walked stiffly to the podium. The “old man,” as he was known affectionately in the ANC, was clearly deeply irritated. His lips were pursed, his head held high, his Olympian gaze stony. When he finally started speaking, his words were even more clipped than usual. This was not an irrational or emotional fury. Rather, it was the admonitory wrath of a headmaster.

He was wearing a patterned flowing African shirt in a relaxed style that was to become his sartorial trademark. There was nothing informal, however, about his mien. Intrinsic to Mandela’s genius as a leader was his protean persona. One day he would come across in public as an old-fashioned aristocrat, another day as a revolutionary leader, and the third as a world statesman. While, like any experienced politician, he knew how to play an audience, unlike with so many modern leaders in the age of televisual politics there was nothing artificial about his many guises. Rather, they were rooted in his extraordinary life. On this occasion his genes as the scion of a line of chiefs of the Tembus, a rural clan from the Eastern Cape, were to the fore. It was as if he were upbraiding a rowdy village assembly, as his forefathers must have done so often in the past.

He opened as ever with a formulaic courtesy—this was after all a man who was to say on meeting the Spice Girls, a sassy British pop band, that they were his “heroes.”3 But he swiftly warmed to his theme: members of the Youth League had to improve their act and quickly if a democratic South Africa was to have a chance.

Ever since his release from prison nearly four years earlier, he had shown a particular concern for the lot of the youth. In 1993 he had suggested that the voting age be dropped to fourteen. This time, however, he thought the youth needed some home truths, in particular about time keeping. He launched into an anecdote about his recent trip to China.

“One of the things I found out was the extent they are disciplined,” he recalled. “If the meeting is to start at 7, then everyone is there at 7, and their functions are very brief. The main ceremony lasted one hour, unlike here, where they can last three hours. They do not arrive late because to be late for any engagement is the sign of utter irresponsibility. It is the sign of disrespect. They are a disciplined society, and that is why they are an educated society.”

And so his lecture continued. His audience should return to their classes, beware the “drug boys coming with their suitcases with false bottoms full of  drugs,” prepare for a long slog to achieve the right results at school, embrace his policy of reconciliation, and take on the tsotsis (gangsters) in their midst. “You are going to interact not only with white counterparts but with the rest of the world. You are going to be our ambassadors.” His audience listened in near silence. Then he cleared his throat and embarked on the most sensitive topic of all: AIDS. It threatened to “destroy” society, he said. It would ravage the economically active section of the population and “cripple” the economy. Without pausing he moved on to condoms.

“In our society we face a problem because we do not talk about sex. When a little child asks, ‘Mummy, where do I come from?’ the next thing is a slap in the face.”

Coming from a seventy-five-year-old African patriarch this was astonishing. His frankness flew in the face of all he had been taught in his home village of Qunu, where African elders would never discuss sexual issues in public. He did not, however, stop there. Even as angry muttering started in the crowd, he went on to recall a furor two years earlier, after he raised the same topic at a school on the country’s eastern border.

He had prefaced his remarks cautiously and conceded that in “our society” people did not talk about sex in public. But he had then spoken to them about how to engage in safe sex. After the meeting some of his audience came to him and said, “Mr. President, how can you talk in that way? Do you want our girls to go and sleep with those boys?”

Mandela went on to tell the Youth League of another rally where he had courted controversy by lecturing an audience on AIDS. The principal of a school in the town of Bloemfontein, a woman in her fifties, had said to him bluntly, “I would advise you to keep away from this.” He had given the same response and talked of the need to take precautions, and he received the same hostile reaction. “I was heavily criticized by the parents, and of course the young people were jubilant,” he told the Soweto gathering. As he gave this account, the muttering continued, but he persevered to the end.

Appearing next on the stage was Peter Mokaba, the league’s bantam-cock of a leader. Mandela looked on tight-lipped as Mokaba fired up the crowd with a burst of revolutionary rhetoric accompanied by the toyi toyi, the high-kicking liberation dance. The “old man” had repeatedly rebuked Mokaba over his inflammatory “Kill the Boer, the farmer” slogan.4 He once cut Mokaba off mid-flow at a meeting of the ANC’s national executive committee. “He drummed his fists on the table,” a committee member recalled. “He said, ‘Enough. You clearly like the sound of your own voice. Sit down.’”5

Mandela’s speech to the Youth League received barely a mention in the next day’s newspapers. They were dominated by the launch of the ANC’s election manifesto. When I unearthed my notes on the speech and the reaction of the crowd more than a decade later, his advisers were intrigued. They had no record of his speaking out about AIDS before 1997. It was a terrible omission for which he berated himself many times after he stepped down from office. Much later he conceded that people had warned him that the ANC would lose votes if he pressed people to change their lifestyles and use condoms. It was a reminder that even a politician held by his many admirers to be a living saint had to make political choices. But his failure to deal with AIDS when he was president should not obscure the fact that he did speak his mind about the subject several times in the face of deep hostility from his supporters, before his presidency began. It was typical of his unwavering style of leadership that led so many to regard him as little short of a modern Gandhi. It was a description that Mandela modestly declined but hardly objected to, and an image that made him a nightmare to follow as a head of state.
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Desmond Tutu, his friend and fellow Nobel peace laureate, is one of the first to bemoan the world’s hero worship of Mandela. He appreciated long before it became a commonplace that the rapture would blind people to the many colossal problems facing South Africa. The risk was, he said, that the country’s challenges would seem all the more daunting once Mandela stepped down from office and his attendant aura of magic disappeared. “He is only one pebble on the beach, one of thousands,” he said halfway through Mandela’s term in office. “Not an insignificant pebble, I’ll grant you that, but a pebble all the same.”6

Tutu was right. The otherworldly image of Mandela may have been what South Africa and the world wanted to believe, but great humanitarian as he  was, he was always foremost a politician. Reconciliation was not a spontaneous miracle as some liked to imagine, emanating from the magnificence of Mandela’s soul. Rather, the seduction of the Afrikaners was carefully plotted in Mandela’s cell as a way to win and then retain power. Mandela saw his long imprisonment as giving him the luxury of time to reflect on how he should lead if he were released. He had urged his fellow prisoners to learn Afrikaans on the theory that you could only defeat your enemy if you spoke their language. They had realized soon after arriving on Robben Island that apartheid would collapse under its own contradictions, said Raymond Mhlaba, one of his fellow prisoners.7 Then it was just a question of putting aside their anger at the racism and injustice of their oppressors and plotting how to win over the Afrikaners.

“I knew that people expected me to harbor anger towards whites,” Mandela said, recalling the morning after his release. “But I had none. In prison my anger towards whites decreased, but my hatred for the system grew.”8

He was brilliant at exploiting the world’s infatuation with him. He would unashamedly telephone heads of state to ask for their support on policy, or even just to raise funds for the ANC. His seduction routine was masterful. Drawing on the precepts he learned as a child growing up in a chief’s household, and also from his British missionary teachers, he had a courtly old-world charm that never failed to dazzle. He could be a stickler for protocol. He chided MPs in the German Bundestag for not wearing ties. Yet he tempered this with an abhorrence of pomposity and an appreciation of the art of the gentle tease. Who else could telephone the queen and call her Elizabeth?

The ability to make people like you is of course merely the first lesson for aspiring politicians. But even so, Mandela had a particular genius for the glad-handing side of politics, primarily because his warmth seemed genuinely uncontrived. A scene from towards the end of his presidency is particularly telling. One day in December 1997 outside the Carlton Hotel in central Johannesburg, the driver of a black Mercedes paused to allow traffic to pass along the busy street before drawing up in front of the entrance. A tall, silver-haired man emerged, almost colliding with a group of schoolchildren in trim black-and-white uniforms as he maneuvered his way on to the pavement. They hurried past, chattering to themselves. Then one of them glanced back. She looked away and then stared again. There had been no fanfare, no outriders, no flashing lights, no fenced-off streets. “It couldn’t be the world’s best loved leader, could it?” she seemed to be saying. And yet it was.

The girl’s confusion was understandable, given the typical behavior of the postcolonial African “Big Man” leader. I had just returned from interviewing Daniel Arap Moi, Kenya’s then president, who was a classic example. He closed down streets of the capital for his motorcade and kept visitors waiting for days as a matter of course. I had had to wait for two days in his antechamber for a brief audience with the “chief.” With Mandela, however, it was a point of honor to set a different tone and—as he had told the ANC Youth League—always to be on time. With a flash of his dazzling smile he beckoned the school-girls to his side.

“So what do you want to do when you grow up?” he asked. “Do you want to be a politician?”

“Oh no,” one of them gasped. “That is too much hard work.”9

He laughed as if it were the funniest thing he had heard all day. He delivered a brief lesson on the importance of going to school. Then he moved back to the doorway of the Carlton to greet the hotel’s manager with the warmth most of us reserve for a long-lost friend.

Mandela had come to have lunch with a group of foreign correspondents. As he settled down with his customary glasses of Perrier and sweet white wine, he launched into a series of anecdotes, taking the group from his home village in the Transkei to a state visit in India, where the opening ceremony went on so long he never had time to make his speech. He then embarked on a long and confusing tale of a dispute over a chicken in which he ended up playing the role of Solomon. Long before the end the journalists were putty in his hands. Halfway to the door at the end of lunch he stopped in front of a tall female television producer. Ever the lady’s man, he looked her up and down with an approving glance.

“You must play sport. Do you play basketball?” he asked the astonished young woman. As she spluttered that swimming was her only exercise, he did the closest thing to a presidential wink. Then the great seducer pottered on to the door with a broad smile.

His presidency was not a Golden Age, as his friends are the first to concede. He had an autocratic streak. He neglected key areas of policy, most critically  the fight against AIDS. He was also overly loyal to underperforming ministers. One of the principal conclusions he had reached over the long days on Robben Island was that when in power he should adopt the consensual politics of his forebears’ royal household. “One of the marks of a great chief is the ability to keep together all sections of his people, the traditionalists and reformers, conservatives and liberals,” he recalled later.10 The “big tent” approach eased the smooth running of the ANC—an amalgam of races, classes, religions, and politics—as it adjusted from being a revolutionary movement to government. But consensus had its disadvantages. His loyalty to officials even when they were demonstrably inept set a poor example. He fired only one cabinet minister in his term in office, and that was a matter of party politics rather than for poor performance. The tolerance of underachievers encouraged a climate of complacency the country could ill afford.

There were other blemishes. As the years passed, it emerged that Mandela had had to make his share of grubby compromises. His close relationships with businesspeople were from time to time called into question. In August 1996 he faced the type of fund-raising scandal that has beset governments all over the world: it emerged that Sol Kerzner, a prominent gambling tycoon who had had good relations with the Afrikaner Nationalists, had helped to fund the wedding of Mandela’s younger daughter, Zindzi, and had also contributed to the ANC’s coffers. Bantu Holomisa, a rebellious deputy minister, accused Mandela of agreeing to help to secure the dropping of bribery charges against Kerzner in a pending trial. Kerzner denied the allegations, but then Mandela later sought to draw a line under the matter, saying that he alone had known about the donations. A short while later Holomisa received a dawn phone call from Mandela and was summoned over to his house. There was scant chitchat. Holomisa was fired. Kerzner was never tried.

After Mandela left office, commentators felt emboldened to highlight his failings more critically than before. It was not that his claim to greatness was in dispute. Rather the question was asked whether South Africa—and the world—had not been so beguiled by the idea of “Mandela’s miracle” that the many pressing difficulties the ANC faced as soon as it took power, and also its stop-start progress in confronting them, were overlooked. I was one of many correspondents who were unashamedly dazzled by Mandela when he was in  office. Small groups of us would gather at his Johannesburg home for impromptu press conferences, when we would sit at his feet, acolytes before a sage. We were more forgiving of his weaknesses than we would have been of a more ordinary politician’s. Several of the crises that tarnished Mbeki’s presidency, in particular the epidemics of crime and AIDS, had festered under Mandela. And yet, as he marked his ninetieth birthday a decade after leaving office, his record appeared to many South Africans even more magical than it had when he was in the presidency. He and his contemporaries, Oliver Tambo and Walter Sisulu, were from a generation imbued with a mythical status. His successors, in contrast, were rather more human and flawed. As the country stumbled under their direction, the benefits of having a leader who led with vigor and moral conviction were all the clearer.

The failure of leadership is one of the greatest curses to have afflicted sub-Saharan Africa since it won independence. The history of the continent in the second half of the twentieth century is littered with the examples of “Big Men” independence heroes who came to power vowing to liberate their people from the tyranny of the colonial past and then never left office, invariably garlanding their actions with the rhetoric of liberation to justify their misdeeds. The intensity of their misrule varied, but their governing rationale was identical. It was the philosophy attributed to Louis XIV of France: “L’état, c’est moi.” History was clear on this point also: once undermined, the independence of democratic institutions is hard to recover.

So Mandela’s unflinching support for the independence of the courts, the media, and state institutions set a vital precedent. The ANC inherited a stronger judiciary and a more vibrant civil society than anywhere else in sub-Saharan Africa. Mandela respected the courts, even when rulings by white judges from the apartheid era went in favor of old Afrikaner Nationalist leaders. When General Magnus Malan, a former defense minister, was acquitted of murdering thirteen civilians in a 1987 massacre, ANC supporters were outraged. Mandela, however, called on them to respect the judgment. He himself appeared in court when subpoenaed in a dispute over the national rugby squad. He regularly submitted himself to questioning by the press.

His respect for the judiciary was in contrast to the approach of Mbeki and Jacob Zuma, who were both to stand accused of undermining the independence  of democratic institutions. Mandela, however, believed in leading by example. He was prepared to break ranks with his fellow African leaders and condemn oppression. He did not indulge the ruinous culture of relativism and solidarity that had led to so many abuses in Africa passing unrebuked. He led. He also knew when to go. Mandela was the last of a long line of African liberation leaders to take charge. He was acutely aware of the need to buck their trend by serving just one term.

His timing seemed perfect. Under him South Africa had gone from being an outcast to being something of an icon. As he prepared to leave office, the consensus abroad and in South Africa was that it was time for a more vigorous leader to build on his successes and address the next phase of the post-apartheid story—and that the right man had been identified for the task.

[image: 006]

The elegant balustrades that grace the front of the Union Buildings, the light sandstone headquarters of the South African government, command one of the more imposing views in southern Africa. Designed by Sir Herbert Baker, the British colonial architect, they dominate the capital, Pretoria, overlooking rolling lawns and gardens that stretch to the city center below. It was in the Union Buildings that the dour leaders of the National Party made so many fateful decisions about their country and region.

On May 10, 1994, tens of thousands gathered there for the most joyous moment in the birth of a free South Africa, the inauguration of the country’s first democratically elected president. Under a diamond-bright sky Mandela took the oath of office and swore to “build a society in which all South Africans both black and white will be able to walk tall, without any fear in their hearts.”11 An eclectic mix of leaders was at hand. The duke of Edinburgh all but brushed shoulders with Fidel Castro and Muammar Gaddafi in the inevitable shambles of official cars. In a dramatic climax military jets flew overhead piloted by the very airmen who had been trained to bomb the ANC. The world celebrated.

Just over two years later I was in the shadow of the Union Buildings once again. I had just spent an hour with Thabo Mbeki, Mandela’s deputy president  and successor-in-waiting. I had emerged confident that South Africa would be in safe hands once Mandela stepped down.

Mbeki had been wearing a cardigan and puffing on a pipe. Our conversation ranged from international economics to European history and the best literature on the Highland Clearances, the eighteenth-century eviction of Scottish crofters by clan chiefs. In a state of some rapture I was later to describe him as a philosopher-king.

I was not alone in concluding that South African needed a less deified head of state. Mbeki’s insistence that it was time to move beyond the fuzzy nation-building ethos of the Mandela era perturbed many in South Africa’s white minority. But ANC supporters, in particular members of the nascent black middle class, were convinced that a shift in focus was overdue and that reconciliation had to shift to “transformation.” In the last years of Mandela’s presidency the violent crime that had been a grim hallmark of the last years of the apartheid era, far from decreasing, raged unchecked. The economy was in the doldrums. There was clearly the need for a firmer hand at the tiller.

Rather than the reconciler, it seemed Mbeki would be the implementer or fixer and would not shy away from speaking uncomfortable truths. “He left no doubt his laid-back pipe-smoking image masks a formidable political brain,” I wrote. “Discussing the challenges ahead he made no pretence that he would be a Mandela clone. He would seek to inject a note of realism into the national debate even at the expense of reconciliation. Starry-eyed rainbowism is not his style.”12

Many had been impressed by Mbeki over the years. He had been groomed from his youth as a potential leader of the movement. He came from a middle-class family in the Eastern Cape region, the breeding ground for Mandela’s generation of ANC leaders. His father was an ANC intellectual. As the apartheid regime started to clamp down on the ANC, he was sent into exile to keep the anti-apartheid flame burning. When studying at Britain’s University of Sussex he charmed both the British establishment and the radical left-wing fringe. After a stint studying in Moscow, he became the aide-de-camp of Oliver Tambo, the ANC’s leader-in-exile.

His mellow and reflective manner won over countless visitors to the headquarters of the liberation movement in Lusaka, the capital of Zambia. There he  held court late into the night over bottles of fine whisky, espousing his vision of a liberated, nonracial South Africa. Afrikaner academics, writers, and businesspeople who traveled to Senegal in 1987 to meet with the ANC for the first time came away deeply reassured. He was, as Margaret Thatcher once said of Mikhail Gorbachev, a man they could “do business with.” This after all was a man who in the mid-eighties had argued for talks with the apartheid regime at a time when many in the ANC were still dreaming of a military triumph. For this he was to face a whispering campaign within the movement that he was a CIA spy. But he understood that Umkhonto we Sizwe (MK), the ANC’s armed wing, for all its romantic reputation in the townships, would never defeat the South African military machine, and that the only way to end apartheid was across a negotiating table.

Patrick FitzGerald, an ANC member living in exile in the last years of white rule, recalls a car unexpectedly arriving at his home in Lusaka in late 1984 to take him to Mbeki’s office. FitzGerald, a veteran of the underground movement, was due that afternoon to catch a flight to Angola, where he had been promised training as a sniper. Mbeki told him to unpack his bags. The military struggle was a sideshow, he told FitzGerald. Liberation would be won by negotiations.13 It seems obvious now, but it was heresy in the ANC at the time.

Mbeki finalized an equally bold decision a decade later, when he served as Mandela’s deputy and de facto prime minister. With the economy failing to fire, he oversaw a fundamental review of the ANC’s policies. The party’s old re-distributive approach had to be discarded. Instead, the ANC would stabilize the nation’s tottering finances by bending to the winds of globalization then gusting across the world and adopting an orthodox free-market program. It would push for balanced budgets, low inflation, free trade, even possibly privatization. In short, outraged opponents on the left argued, he advocated the approach of the ANC’s Western ideological foes of the eighties, Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher.

His pragmatism won him an admiring audience abroad. He was held as a statesman in the making and a worthy successor to Mandela. The businesspeople, editors, and politicians who trooped to see him as he prepared to take office emerged from their audience deeply reassured.

There may, however, have been another factor behind Mbeki’s favorable reviews. Judge Edwin Cameron, a prominent human rights lawyer in the eighties, who became one of Mbeki’s most outspoken critics, believes that the young Mbeki received similar fawning treatment in his time in exile in Britain in the sixties partly because he did not seem threatening, in short because he wore tweed suits, smoked a pipe, and quoted classical poets. This had a disastrous effect, Cameron argues. He believes that it blinded people to Mbeki’s faults and also that the attention encouraged him to think he was a genuine policy intellectual and superior to his political peers and his people. Cameron says, “It’s an intellectual form of hubris. He was determined to make his own stamp on the country and to do it through his intellect.”14

So were Mbeki’s many admirers in the West subconsciously applying a racist stereotype to Africa? Was it that the liking for malt whisky; the liberally scattered quotations from Yeats, Shelley, and Shakespeare; and the well-fitted grey suit that almost always adorned his dapper frame made him stand out from the wild stereotype of postcolonial leaders, built up in the West over several decades of failed governments across Africa? Were Western and, indeed, some South African commentators so struck by his detailed knowledge of Western literature and his British affectations of dress that they suspended their critical judgment and thought he was more brilliant than he was?

Towards the end of his presidency several commentators who were traditionally sympathetic to the ANC concluded that they had blinded themselves to his faults. After spending seven years in Britain in the sixties, Mbeki would have been well-attuned to subtle racial slights, and the effusive reception he received from many of the “great and the good” may have reinforced an innate resentment towards the West that was to become one of the hallmarks of his time in office and was to have a baleful influence on some of his policies.
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Mbeki’s supporters complained that by putting Mandela on a pedestal the media had made it impossible for his deputy to succeed and had set him up to fail. Mbeki himself was infuriated by the hero worship of the “old man.” When he was preparing to take over, there was only one question informing international  perceptions of South Africa: What will happen when Mandela steps down? The clear presumption was that Mandela was all that was holding South Africa back from the brink. Time and again Mbeki was asked about taking up the great man’s mantle. His frustration at this implicit slight bubbled over in his address to the ANC conference when he succeeded Mandela.

“Madiba,” he said, addressing Mandela by his honorific clan name. “Members of the press have been asking me how it feels to step into your shoes. I’ve been saying I would never be seen dead in such shoes. You wear such ugly shoes!”15

Mandela was stunned by the remark, one of his aides later revealed. The bluntness may have had as much to do with Mbeki’s awkwardness on a political platform as his exasperation at being constantly compared unfavorably to the “old man.” But the comment reflected his clear desire to step out of Mandela’s shadow and be his own man. In deliberate contrast, he aspired to be a philosopher president who would speak truth to his people, however unpopular that might be. “I say things very foolishly I shouldn’t,” he once told me. “Then a debate begins about what is wrong and what is right. And then your nice deputy president ceases to be a nice deputy president. That’s fine. I don’t mind. Thabo Mbeki might be terribly bad, might be late for meetings [a regular accusation of his critics]. But it doesn’t take away the validity of the issues he raises.”16

Many of the policies he championed served South Africa exceedingly well, in particular his drive to reform economic policy, his push for fiscal discipline, and the creation of a black middle class. Others, in particular his blinkered stance on AIDS, were disastrous. His questioning of the orthodox science on AIDS hampered the provision of the anti-retroviral drugs that could have kept hundreds of thousands of people with AIDS alive. He took a similar contrarian stance toward the country’s appalling levels of crime, arguing that the problem was exaggerated by whites who wanted the country to fail. For the outside world, however, it was most of all the crisis across the northern border in Zimbabwe under the increasingly despotic Robert Mugabe that shattered Mbeki’s reputation.

Mbeki had taken power espousing a vision for Africa that echoed the ambition of Kwame Nkrumah, Ghana’s fiery independence leader, whose African  nationalism had inspired a generation of freedom fighters. Mandela had led South Africa back onto the world stage. Mbeki would go a step further and champion the continent. He would be a latter-day Nkrumah, only, unlike the Ghanaian, he had the stature to be heeded by the world and the authority and power to make his aspiration more than a mere dream.

The era of Africa’s “petty gangsters” who stole elections and ruled as tyrants was over, he declared. An African renaissance was at hand. His South Africa would take the lead. “You cannot have a stand-up success in South Africa and great disaster further north and hope you can insulate yourself from the rest of the continent,” he said. He added, however, in a critical caveat, that South Africa had to be wary of hubris. “We need to avoid a sense of arrogance that South Africa is a great moral power. You can overreach yourself, and then fail and misspend the moral force that you have. What you find is that you have changed nothing and that no one is listening.”17

Mandela’s voluble human rights foreign policy would always have to be tempered by a dose of realpolitik. A defining moment for Mbeki had come during Mandela’s presidency, when the Nigerian military junta hanged the Nigerian writer Ken Saro-Wiwa, spurning Mandela’s pleas for clemency. Outraged, Mandela pushed for sanctions against the junta, only to find that the rest of Africa was not behind him, and he had to back down. At the next meeting of the ANC’s national executive committee, Mbeki excoriated Mandela over the debacle. Never again should South Africa break ranks with its fellow African states, he argued. The logic of trying to solve crises via diplomacy and forging alliances rather than by shouting from the rooftops is clear. But Mbeki took that to such an extreme, with his policy of not speaking out about Mugabe’s excesses, that he was to be accused of appeasing a tyrant.

When asked a year into his presidency how the crisis in Zimbabwe would be resolved, he responded munificently. He was addressing a briefing at Windsor Castle, where he had spent the previous night at the start of a state visit to the old colonial power. He was the guest of the queen, whose forebear had sent armies to fight his Xhosa ancestors 150 years before. Dressed as was his wont in a charcoal grey suit, he looked very much at home. African leaders in a new regional initiative he was founding would bring rogue leaders to heel, he said. A peer review mechanism would ensure that rules of good governance in  Africa were upheld. He moved on to discuss global trade with the editor of the  Economist.

This was classic Mbeki. He probably had a better understanding of how Africa fitted into the world’s economy than any other African leader. His authoritative style of leadership helped to ensure that Africa was on the agenda at summits of world leaders. Yet he had a more cryptic side to his character. He was also known for so cloaking his pronouncements in policy jargon and so gilding them in subclauses that when you reread them it was all but impossible to ascertain his thinking or to pin him down. He made repeated pledges to world leaders that he was on the brink of a breakthrough in Zimbabwe. Initially the West was happy for him to take the lead. It made sense to defer to the region’s dominant power and also to try to talk Mugabe out of power. But by the end, after several deeply flawed elections blithely endorsed by South Africa, few believed his repeated claim that a deal was in sight. Western officials and Zimbabwean opposition leaders came to believe that Mbeki had no interest in reaching an agreement and would rather maintain solidarity with a fellow African leader than stand up for the trampled human rights of the ordinary Zimbabweans.

The humoring of an aging autocrat did not ostensibly accord with Mbeki’s renaissance ideals. But standing by Mugabe against the West did fit with his belief in pan-African solidarity. This tattered philosophy had shined brightest in the 1960s and 1970s, in the heady first years of independence. Mandela, with the clarity of one who had spent twenty-seven years in prison, had repudiated it as soon he was a free man. Mbeki sought to revive it, driven as he was by a committed anti-Americanism.

So determined was Mbeki to create a counterweight to the United States that South Africa even sided with China in voting against a UN Security Council resolution condemning the Burmese junta, a move that Tutu blasted as a repudiation of all that the ANC had fought for in the anti-apartheid struggle. A senior Western official who has known Mbeki for decades believes his world-view was underpinned by the lessons he learned studying in Moscow in the late sixties. These included an opposition to US hegemony, a fury about the British imperial legacy, and a belief in the solidarity of liberation movements. “His vision has not changed in twenty years,” the official said. “It is one that believes the benefit of the Cold War was a bipolar world. He believes a national liberation movement cannot be seen to fail, and so he’s prepared to turn a blind eye to its failings.”18 Mbeki found huge comfort for Africa in the certainties of the Cold War, he added.

Nothing seemed to crack Mbeki’s position on Zimbabwe. As inflation reached 2 million percent in 2008 and state repression intensified, he still shrank from toughening his stance. He argued that as the regional mediator he was honor-bound to act as more of a referee than a judge and to hold his tongue. But the stark truth was that many of Mbeki’s aides did not seem bothered by the tyranny across their border. Indeed some openly sympathized with Mugabe as he took on the old colonial master. It is not our problem—it is Britain’s problem, Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma, Mbeki’s foreign minister, once told me.19 When people questioned their inaction, South African officials claimed that the world wanted them to “send in the tanks,” as if there were no middle ground between doing nothing and regime change. In a rare open discussion about the crisis, Sydney Mufamadi, Mbeki’s boyish Zimbabwe envoy, employed a script that could have been drafted by the Zimbabwean government. Both sides faced allegations of human rights abuses, he said.20 I had just returned from Zimbabwe, where I had reported on the brutal campaign of intimidation Mugabe’s supporters were meting out on opposition supporters. I had last heard such a specious attempt to apply a false moral equivalence in Bosnia in the early 1990s, when British officials desperately tried to reduce public pressure for military intervention by talking down the atrocities of the Serbs and suggesting that the Bosnian Muslims besieged in Sarajevo were as guilty as their aggressors. Mufamadi’s statement was a terrible indictment of Mbeki’s policies. It was also a reminder of the moral contortions of a man who had dreamt of surpassing Mandela’s greatness on taking power.
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So why did the highly regarded heir apparent become the conspiratorial figure of his presidency? Tutu cites the insecurity of Mbeki’s disjointed upbringing as a child of the “struggle.” “When you are insecure, you are unlikely to take kindly to a collaborative approach,” he said. “So when you are top dog, you  tend to make sure that you remain there. You tend to be assertive, to lay down the law, and you find it not easy to admit when you have made a mistake, because it subverts your sense of being macho.”21

Mbeki’s upbringing had certainly been austere. His father, Govan, had been one of the intellectual titans of the ANC and had sparred with Mandela for many years in Robben Island over ideology. A committed Marxist, he saw the overthrow of apartheid as the precursor to a communist revolution and viewed Mandela’s African nationalism with contempt. For him the movement was all that mattered. Parenthood came a very distant second, as was clear when the two Mbekis met each other in January 1990 in their first encounter in nearly three decades.22 The senior Mbeki was one of a group of ANC leaders recently released from prison. At his side was Walter Sisulu, another veteran prisoner. Sisulu rushed into the arms of Max, one of his sons. The Mbekis merely shook hands, and then the father turned to the next “cadre” in line.

Soon after the end of white rule, I paid a visit to “Oom Gov,” as Govan Mbeki was known, to glean some insights into his son. He greeted me in a blue-and-white-striped dressing gown and delivered a half-hour political lecture, talking repeatedly of the need not to lose sight of the working class. Most striking was his use of the third person to refer to the deputy president, his son. He never referred to him by his name.

The shadowy ethos of life in exile clearly also affected Mbeki’s presidency. For nearly three decades he had roamed the world, always looking over his shoulder, such was the fearsome reputation of the apartheid security services, and at times despairing of ever returning home. In the 1960s the exiles believed that apartheid would soon collapse under the weight of its contradictions. But as the years passed, it became clear they faced long years in exile. Then finally, when they did return, it was to find a very different country from the one they had left.

Dali Tambo, the son of Oliver Tambo, the late ANC leader who groomed Mbeki as his successor, says it is hard to overestimate how disorienting and alienating life in exile was. When he had returned in 1990, having spent almost his entire life in exile, he found South Africa unfamiliar and even unfriendly.

“I walked into Shell House [the ANC’s headquarters], and this ANC leader said, ‘Dali, you look lost.’ And I said, ‘I know, Chief. I’m really lost.’ On my second week back here I was in Bree Street [a bustling central Johannesburg street], and I was struck because this guy looked so like me. I went up to him, and I couldn’t understand what he said. I’d lived in Rome, New York, and Paris. For the first time I had encountered someone who had my features, my voice, even my backside, and yet I could not speak to him. To this day I can’t speak Xhosa or Zulu. I can’t debate in it. I can’t give speeches in it. I’m to some extent culturally alienated.”23

Mbeki, who left South Africa as a young adult, could at least speak Xhosa fluently, but this was a man who had a foot in both Britain and Africa and who, one old friend said, seemed more at home in the former. While he delivered several powerful eulogies to Africa, his words tended to be more analytical than empathetic. His critics in the ANC referred to him disparagingly as a black Englishman and derided him as having no feel for township life. In the introduction to a book by a sympathizer, Mbeki wrote a withering indictment of South African intellectual life, expressing the hope he would one day find time “to address the issue of the calamitous retreat from the habit of thinking in our country, the atrophy of meaningful critical intellectual engagement and communication, and the occupation of the realm of ideas largely by dearth of originality, superstition, opinionated prejudice, stereotypes and a herd mentality.”24

He felt a deep disdain for the traditions that were integral to the lives of many black compatriots, hardly the ideal qualification for a man who wanted to shape his nation. The tragedy of Mbeki is that a man who was obsessed with rebutting stereotypes of Africa and with emerging from Mandela’s shadow seldom appeared at home on his own continent and through his obsessive behavior fostered the very ridicule he was determined to avert.
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Mandela had had misgivings about his successor long before Mbeki took office. He told friends privately that he would have preferred Cyril Ramaphosa, an urbane former union leader. But Mandela was overruled by party stalwarts, including Jacob Zuma. Mandela prided himself as being a loyal party man and kept his misgivings to himself. A month before relinquishing the presidency of the ANC to Mbeki, he courteously suggested that it had been far harder at times  to be in exile than to be in prison. Mbeki would, he said, raise the ANC to a level it had never been on before. He went on, however, to give an oblique hint of concerns over Mbeki’s reputation for surrounding himself with sycophants.

“When a leadership surrounds itself with powerful and independent people who can criticize even the president of a party without fear, then you have democracy,” he said.25 He was yet more explicit when he handed over the baton of the party leadership at its conference in the old Boer War town of Mafikeng.

“One of the temptations of a leader who has been elected unopposed is that he may use his powerful position to settle scores with his detractors, marginalize them and in certain cases get rid of them, and surround himself with yes men and women,” Mandela told the party’s delegates. “A leader must keep the forces together, but you can’t do that unless you allow dissent.”26

That was not to be Mbeki’s way. His years in exile had inculcated a cabalist approach to politics. He made it clear that he expected total loyalty, and perceived rivals in the party were ruthlessly shunted to the side. Ramaphosa, his defeated rival, who left politics for business during Mandela’s presidency, was called by a friend one day during Mbeki’s first term in office and told to switch on the news. Ramaphosa was one of three senior ANC figures who had been accused by a cabinet minister of plotting to overthrow Mbeki. The accusation was based on a blatantly trumped up charge. Appalled, Ramaphosa went to Mandela’s home, and the two of them watched the coverage of the supposed conspiracy on the state broadcaster.

“I was very shocked,” Ramaphosa recalled. “And Madiba watched in silence.” 27 Mbeki, he said, had initially won over everyone in the ANC on his return from exile. But he had soon concluded that Mbeki was a complex man and faced a number of challenges as a leader. Mandela was sufficiently confident in his own abilities to want to surround himself with advisers who were cleverer than he was, Ramaphosa said, while Mbeki needed to be the brightest in the room. Ramaphosa wished that Mbeki had been bold enough to work with people “with diverse experiences and not just people who had the same views. Barack Obama’s courage to appoint people who think differently provides a great lesson to leaders.”

“When I was at the ringside, I saw in him great qualities of intellectual analysis,” Ramaphosa said. “It’s the advantage that he got by being in exile, having  time to think and to read. It’s like someone who had time at university on his subject. You read and read and read. And you cannot but be extremely good at your subject.”

Mbeki’s enemies seized on this trait of his to trot out the old cliché that he was a latter day Nero, fiddling away while South Africa “burned.” That was a little unfair. While he was a micromanager and was known for whiling away hours late at night polishing his trenchant weekly online address to the party, he was no Nero, a weak and vacillating figure. A more apt classical analogy would be with Tiberius, the second emperor of Rome. Wily, brooding, increasingly paranoid and autocratic in his later years, he is portrayed as having been resentful of the cult status of his predecessor, the godlike founding father of a reborn state. Just as Tiberius knew that he was not Augustus’s first choice as successor, so Mbeki knew that Mandela had wanted Ramaphosa to succeed him and that he would never be loved as Mandela was.

Mandela, ever the showman, was not above occasionally upstaging his successor. He arrived at one ANC conference just as Mbeki had finished speaking, and promptly the delegates switched their gaze to the beloved statesman and forgot about applauding their president. But that does not excuse Mbeki’s petulant stance towards Mandela. Far from deploying Mandela as his most potent asset, at one stage he would not even take his calls. Three friends of Mandela say that halfway through Mbeki’s presidency he confided to them that he could pick up the phone to talk to any president in the world, with the exception of his own president.28 Sometimes he told confidants he had to wait six months to see Mbeki.

Mbeki’s allies thought that the world had seized on Mandela as if he were the “good African” to counterbalance all the bad leaders the continent had had since independence. Mbeki’s spin doctors even went so far as to suggest Mandela was something of an Uncle Tom. At an international concert to mark Mandela’s eightieth birthday, Mbeki delivered a distinctly loaded tribute by quoting from Shakespeare’s King Lear the aging king’s words to Cordelia shortly before their deaths. By citing literature’s most famous befuddled old ruler, Mbeki’s message seemed clear: leave the governing to me. “As Lear wished for himself and his offspring,” he said. “We too urge you to live and pray and sing and tell old tales and laugh at the gilded butterflies which will continue to come to you to tell you all manner of idle gossip.”29

Towards the end of Mbeki’s presidency a truce was declared. But by then many in the ANC had become exasperated with their eccentric president. Mbeki would have done well to have heeded Mandela’s advice on the need to allow dissent and to keep rivals close. It was politics, not his controversial policies, that undermined him in the end, as Saki Macozoma, a close confidant who had become a multimillionaire in Mbeki’s era, conceded.

“One thing Madiba was good at was even if he didn’t want you to have power he would make sure you were nearby,” Macozoma said. “Simply spending time together, having lunch, patting backs and giving an audience. . . . That is as important in politics as clarity of ideas. That part of politics has been lacking in an Mbeki presidency. When you take into account all those elements, the people expelled, people pushed out, [you understand] the opposition to the man.”30

It had always been clear that Mbeki had a political tin ear. In public he cut an unapproachable figure. His disdain for baby hugging and sound bites reflected his shyness and an old-fashioned belief that government was about ideas and policy, not marketing. Watching Mbeki in public was reminiscent of Senator John Kerry, the 2004 US Democratic presidential candidate, or of Gordon Brown, the British prime minister. All three have that debilitating flaw in the modern televised political arena of being unable to connect with large audiences.

Mbeki once confided to Tony Blair wistfully that he regretted never having had the thrill of savoring victory in a competitive election.31 That may be so, but he never displayed any hankering for retail politics. Rather, he gave the impression that he regarded himself as above the hurly-burly of popular democracy. He believed that he did not need to stoop to sell his policies, still less his personality. He saw himself as a policy intellectual not a mere politician, whereas Mandela, he confided to friends, had a second-rate mind. Mbeki closed an address to an important ANC conference by commending those in his audience who were familiar with European classical music to recall a comment attributed to Beethoven. His audience wanted political red meat, and instead he wanted to flaunt his cultural knowledge by commending a long-dead European composer.

Mbeki had after all been anointed rather than elected as ANC president, and his two general election victories were merely a matter of tallying the scale  of the ANC’s triumph. He saw himself in the tradition of the early nationalist leaders, whose words were holy writ. It was as if he thought he had a divine right to rule.
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In his heyday Mbeki liked to quote from the American poet Langston Hughes. One of Mbeki’s favorite lines runs: “What happens to a dream deferred?” A Dream Deferred was the title of an authoritative biography and became something of a catchphrase in the second half of his presidency. Towards the end of his time in office, one of his aides reworked it in a text message, bemoaning what he said was a corrupt and sycophantic culture in the ANC. Too many “predators, brigands, incompetents and phoneys” had “jumped on the ANC bandwagon” since 1994, he wrote. They were unworthy of the “chief” (Mbeki), he concluded. “It’s not the dream deferred but betrayed.”32

To this, Ramaphosa, Mbeki’s old rival, rolled his eyes. “It’s not a dream betrayed,” he said. “It’s a dream derailed.” Mbeki had had an impossible act to follow. He had also set himself a stiff challenge of moving beyond nation building and implemented crucial stabilizing economic reforms. But he was not able to rise above apartheid, as Mandela miraculously had done. Instead, it oppressed him, Mandela’s fabled spirit of reconciliation was tossed aside, the scars of the polarized past were laid bare, and Mbeki was to lead South Africa down several blind alleys from which it would not easily emerge.






Chapter 2

THE OTHER SIDE OF THE RAINBOW

There’s a bridge, but no one dares to cross it.

—CHARL VAN DER MERWE,
DEPUTY MAYOR OF SMALL TOWN OF KOPPIES,
A YEAR AFTER THE END OF APARTHEID

 

 

We have a nonracial society that has not yet come
together. Or you can say, we have now truly legitimized
apartheid. . . . Mandela made us all feel we
belong, and that has disappeared.

—PROFESSOR MALEGAPURU MAKGOBA,
VICE CHANCELLOR, UNIVERSITY OF KWAZULU-NATAL, 2008

 

 

Just under a year before the end of apartheid, the small South African town of Koppies (pronounced copees) was in a state of war. The water tower, with its commanding view of Kwakwatsi, the town’s satellite black township, had become a makeshift gun emplacement manned by white farmers. A second unit was watching the gravel track that linked town to township. A third patrolled the fields. A fourth guarded a back road. Their instructions were clear: no one should go in or out of Kwakwatsi. The blacks were to be taught  a lesson they would not forget. The Berlin Wall had come down three years earlier, but Koppies, like so many small towns in South Africa, was caught in a time capsule.

Koppies is in the heart of the platteland (flat land), the six-thousand-foot-high plateau that stretches across most of the old Orange Free State and Transvaal. In the last years of white rule there were about a thousand whites living there in neat homes with trim, well-watered gardens. They sent their children to Sarel Cilliers High School, a handsome red-brick complex named after a nineteenth-century Boer hero that backed onto spacious grounds with rugby pitches and tennis courts. Across the railway track was Kwakwatsi, a sprawling collection of low-cost houses and unsanitary shanty huts that were home to about fifteen thousand blacks. Formally the old apartheid laws were abolished in the late eighties and early nineties. But in Koppies, as in small towns across South Africa, relations between black and white were as starched as the terrain, and it was always going to take rather more than a stroke of a pen to reconcile the two—if indeed it were possible at all.

On the first day of the siege, Tannie (Auntie) Joan, the proprietor of the Hotel Friesland, the town’s only hostelry, was wearing a faded sky-blue terylene cardigan and brown-framed rectangular glasses and smelled of stale cigarette smoke. She had a tired, weather-beaten face. Her husband was ill. She was struggling to keep the business going. They had been there for three decades. She would leave overnight if she could. But who would buy a run-down hotel in the middle of the veld at such a time?

The hotel looked as if it had not been decorated since the 1950s. The paint was peeling. The curtains were frayed. The floor in the bar bore the stains of decades of overturned drinks and cigarette stubs. The attitudes were of the same vintage. On a typical night, in June 1993, a policeman with pockmarks over his face was playing darts with a passing truck driver. They were drinking rum and Coke, the staple of conservative Afrikanerdom. A young farm worker in battered jeans sat in the corner. None of them looked up when I entered. After a faltering greeting in Afrikaans, I volunteered a halfhearted introduction about having come to understand what was “really” happening in South Africa. The driver grunted. “I don’t want my daughter living with blacks,” he said. The policeman said something in Afrikaans. They all laughed.

Four days earlier hundreds of gun-toting right-wingers had tried to derail the transition to democracy by storming the conference center outside Johannesburg, where delegates from South Africa’s political parties were negotiating a post-apartheid settlement. The right-wingers had been escorted away but only after driving an armored car through the plate-glass front of the conference center and forcing the ANC delegates to run for safety. The mood in Koppies was equally defiant.

In its broad central street, tanned farmers in bakkies (pickups) raced up and down for the three days of the siege, ferrying khaki-clad youths to take up their shifts. Most had shotguns, sidearms, or sjamboks (rawhide whips), although, like the emblem of one of the nineteenth-century Boer Republics fluttering from a tailboard, these were as much for show as for action. Charl van der Merwe, the deputy mayor, and the other members of the “Action Committee” masterminded the siege from the local supermarket. They barked instructions into radios, as behind them the town’s womenfolk baked scones and brewed coffee for the volunteers.

Van der Merwe was rather reluctantly put forward as the spokesman. A tall, thin man with soft blue eyes and a diffident manner, he picked his words carefully, avoiding talk of “them” and “us.” The delicate matter of race was not mentioned. It was in essence a matter of economics and governance, he explained. The blacks had launched a consumer boycott of the whites’ shops. Koppies had had enough.

“We are not anti-black or racist or whatever,” he said. “But every year you reach a frustration point. How can you build up an economy when you are dealing with endless strikes?” For three months a group of blacks had squatted on the corner outside his shop and intimidated other blacks from entering. His revenue had shrunk by 85 percent. “This is not the way in the land of reconciliation and cooperation. We want to help them but ...”1

Across the railway line half a mile away, past the checkpoints and an armored police car, Johannes Tladi, the leader of the ANC, was addressing an angry crowd. Kwakwatsi was the usual township sprawl of cramped and higgledy-piggledy streets. Piles of rubble and rubber tires blocked the entrance. The residents were penned in and furious. The first they had known of the siege was when people heading to work at dawn had come under fire. No one  had been hurt. The farmers manning the checkpoints said they had deliberately aimed wide. But it would have surprised neither whites nor blacks if someone had been hit. This was merely the latest installment in a long running saga of antagonism, oppression, and mutual distrust.

In his T-shirt and jeans the gangly Tladi looked even younger than his twenty-odd years. Van der Merwe, he suggested, had a strange view of “reconciliation and cooperation.” He related a saga of racial injustices the people of Kwakwatsi had endured over the years. A month earlier an ANC comrade called Solomon Mahlatsi had been shot dead by the police he said, but no one had been arrested, still less charged.

Apartheid was at its most stark in dorps (small towns) like Koppies. In the first three years of the “new” South Africa, Koppies experienced minor triumphs. In December 1994 a beaming Constable Bafana Pule stepped into the township shebeen (illegal bar) for a pre-Christmas drink. As a policeman, he would have been lynched a year earlier if he had set foot in the township after dark. A month or so later Van der Merwe and Tladi, the young ANC leader, formed a multiracial transitional local council. “I don’t have a suit,” Tladi said after the first council meeting. “But it doesn’t matter a jot.”2

The swimming pool was desegregated. So was the doctor’s surgery, after a local Afrikaans paper picked up an article published in Britain highlighting the doctor’s practice of maintaining two reception rooms. In October 1995 Van der Merwe could be seen exchanging a cheery greeting with two of his old ANC adversaries as he put up a National Party poster ahead of the first democratic local elections. “Just remember you would do better voting for my party,” he joked.3

The two races remained apart, yet there was, however briefly, a shared sense of purpose and hope. One Sunday after the handover of power, the white congregants of the Dutch Reformed Church filed past a memorial to the Anglo-Boer War, heads down, men in suits, women in somber formal dress, to give thanks for peace and for Nelson Mandela in their morning service. Later that afternoon Kwakwatsi was hosting a local choral competition. In a riot of bright choral outfits the teams had come from townships all over the platteland. In those early days of the new order their singing reverberated into the veld a chorale of hope that the old divisions could be broken down.

There were also, however, setbacks. Van der Merwe was the F. W. de Klerk of Koppies. Like South Africa’s last white leader he was by birth, upbringing, and conviction deeply conservative. He understood—unlike some of the yahoos who had been careering around on the bakkies at the time of the siege—that change had to come. But the changes threatened to sweep away far more than he had anticipated. Only belatedly did he appear to appreciate the timeless lesson of revolutions: once the floodgates of reform are opened, change takes on its own momentum and can be impossible to control.

The transitional council collapsed when van der Merwe resigned after he said he was insulted by a black councillor. No sooner was the swimming pool desegregated than it was boycotted by whites. Township dwellers remained unwilling and in many cases unable to pay the 35-rand-a-month flat rate for basic services. Tired of subsidizing the township and aware that the number of shacks on the edge of Kwakwatsi was growing by the day, the people of Koppies threatened to stop paying their own dues to bring the council to its knees. Each time I returned, Charles Masibi, a young teacher and ANC activist, was more depressed about the chances of reconciliation.

As for the Friesland, the characters in the bar changed, but the scene was always the same, as was the desolate nature of the conversation. One night, a few months after Mandela’s inauguration, Johannes Hattingh, the local Afrikaner greybeard, said that blacks would cross the threshold of the bar over his dead body. He had spent his life on the gold mines. We knew how to keep them in line there, he said. A passing black traffic policeman had recently been assaulted when he walked in and ordered a drink. A white farmer listened in silence.

Presiding over this acrid scene was the owner. She had recognized me immediately on my first return visit. So why had I returned? I told her I was trying to understand the “new” South Africa.

“It is new? Is it good? You will find changes.”4 Her husband had died of a suspected heart attack. He had returned from a trip to the town of Kroonstad looking a bit yellow. She told him to lie down. He was dead before the doctor came. She recounted this without a trace of self-pity. But the whiff of hopeless-ness, of defeatism that had hung over her on my first visit, seemed even more evident than before. She lingered in the doorway after showing me to my room. There was something she said she wanted me to understand.

“This is the platteland,” she said. “And the Afrikaners don’t like the blacks. We let them drink on the stoep [porch], but the boys don’t like them in the bar. It’s okay [for] the clever ones who dress well, but the farm kaffirs,5 smelly and all that, they’ll never be accepted. One or two come in talking about the new South Africa. But the boys soon tell them where to go.”

Her thoughts kept returning to race and the new era and the sense of “entitlement” that “they” seemed to feel.

“After payday they come in by the lorry load. They line up and make straight for the bar [at the back]. They want this. They want that. They have four schools. It is not as if they are lacking. . . . ”

“So how will Koppies and Kwakwatsi be reconciled?”

“I don’t think there is a future here,” she said. By way of illustration she recounted how her chairs kept disappearing from the stoep if she was not keeping an eye on them. And reconciliation? I repeated.

“It’ll take time. I hope I’ll be long gone by then.”
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Such was the troubled inheritance of the “rainbow nation,” Tutu’s flamboyant coinage for post-apartheid South Africa. When the ANC took power after the first democratic elections in April 1994, race relations were on the surface swiftly transformed. Television, radio, and advertising reinforced the message that the country was changing with images of blacks and whites happily working together. Soon after the election the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC), the state television channel, aired a soap opera that poked fun at the country’s racial hang-ups and misunderstandings. Suburban Bliss was based on the jarring exchanges between the Molois, a black family who had moved out of Soweto to a former white suburb, and the Dwyers, a middle-class white family trying to do the right thing and yet privately appalled by having black neighbors.

“This is just the medicine the doctor ordered; it’s very close to the bone,” the actor who played Ike Moloi, the father of the black family, told me. “Black people can laugh at themselves, but white people traditionally didn’t like that at all. All the years they’ve been labeled baas [boss], and now we’re saying, ‘Hey man, relax.’”6

His comment was in keeping with the exuberance of the times. Every now and then someone would say or do something that would jolt the postelection narrative of a new multiracial nation. There was outrage in early 1995, when a tape was published of an inflammatory exchange between white and black police officers. The blacks had gone on strike against racism in the force and blockaded themselves within their Soweto station. The whites from the elite Internal Stability Unit were deployed outside with orders to end the protest.

“When are you kaffirs going to stop? Didn’t you have enough?” said one of the ISU members over the radio to his black colleagues. “It appears that you  kaffirs have forgotten Blood River”—an 1838 battle in which a few hundred Afrikaners annihilated several thousand Zulus.7

The publication of the exchange led to angry condemnation of the police. In liberal white circles in Johannesburg and Cape Town some agonized over how such language could still be aired now that apartheid was over. There was a similar response in South Africa’s newspapers in 1997 after a coach of the national rugby teams was caught out using the k-word in a tirade against the new rugby authorities over their pressure for affirmative action in the selection of the team. The outrage was a little naïve. South Africa was hardly going to wake up the morning after Mandela’s inaugural address to Parliament, when he vowed to eradicate the use of the word kaffir, awash with sentiments of cross-cultural understanding.

But for a few years, by force of his personality and his example, Mandela encouraged the belief that true reconciliation between the races really was attainable. During his first eighteen years in prison he had not been allowed even to hold hands with his second wife, Winnie, on her few sanctioned visits, and they had had to communicate through a glass screen. Nor was he allowed to attend the funerals of his mother or his eldest son, who was killed in a car accident. And these tribulations were, he maintained, relatively trivial when set against the suffering of so many compatriots in the fight against apartheid. That a man who had suffered so much and for so long was willing to embrace his old oppressors was all the more inspiring against the backdrop of the genocide in Rwanda and the civil war in Yugoslavia, which were raging as he took power.

Sometimes there was a touch of pantomime to his drive for reconciliation, such as when he invited the widows and wives of former Nationalist heads of  state and black liberation leaders to tea at his residence. Then there was the lunch he hosted for Percy Yutar, the state prosecutor who had argued for the death sentence when he was on trial for his life under apartheid, and who had expressed disappointment when Mandela was jailed for life.

His critics in the ANC suggested privately he had taken his mission too far when he traveled to one of the most remote spots in South Africa to pay a call on the widow of Dr. Hendrik Verwoerd, the most polarizing of the apartheid leaders. Verwoerd’s speeches and policies had provided the ideological underpinning of apartheid. As prime minister from 1958 until his assassination by a deranged parliamentary messenger in 1966, he had presided over some of the more notorious events in the history of South Africa: the massacre of sixty-nine unarmed black protestors at Sharpeville in 1960, the banning of the ANC, and Mandela’s trial. He had also been reputed never to have shaken a black man’s hand. His widow, Betsy, lived in Orania, a small whites-only settlement on the fringes of the Kalahari Desert. She was ninety-four and wrinkled like a dried-up fruit when Mandela came to call. She spoke with a quavering voice as she offered him coffee and koeksusters (sweet pastries). At an impromptu press conference on her doorstep a black journalist asked Mandela a pointed question about his visit. The clear insinuation was that he was frittering away his time and should have been focusing on changing the lives of the poor. He replied testily that his reconciliatory drive had cost him only a few moments and yet had helped to bind the nation together.

Mandela knew how difficult the post-apartheid settlement had been to achieve and how important it was to keep the Afrikaner establishment loyal to his government. There was nothing inevitable about a peaceful end to apartheid, however logical it seems in retrospect. Without Mandela the story of South Africa’s transition from white rule might have had a far bleaker ending. Years after he stepped down from office, one of his advisers said that even after taking power Mandela had still been worried that the security forces might try to sabotage the new democracy. Mandela also knew South Africa could not afford a mass exodus of whites with their skills and their capital. He cited many times as a cautionary tale the histories of the former Portuguese colonies Angola and Mozambique, which lost most of their skilled workers and professionals at independence when the Portuguese colonists fled. So he  masked his anger over the decades of brutality and injustice—he always said he had forgiven but not forgotten the past—and strove to make the Afrikaners feel they belonged in the new nation.

The apex of this drive came at the 1995 Rugby World Cup finals, which were being hosted for the first time in South Africa. While it was something of a cliché to say that rugby was a religion for Afrikaners, it was certainly “their” game. Adopted by Afrikaners after their defeat in the Anglo-Boer War, it was seen as a way of getting back at the hated rooineks (red necks), the Afrikaner nickname for English-speaking whites. Under apartheid it became a symbol of all that was robust and defiant about white South Africa—or aggressive and pugilistic, depending on your perspective. Sensing an opening into the Afrikaner soul and so another way of ensuring stability, Mandela embraced the game with a passion.

Wilhelm Verwoerd, the grandson of the assassinated prime minister, attended the opening game. His delicate frame and slight stature marked him out as an improbable Afrikaner. This is a race that has long taken pride in muscular physique forged by outdoor life and a meat-heavy diet. He was indeed something of an apostate. He had joined the ANC in the early nineties and was seen in the family, he said, as a hensopper (the word used in the Boer War to describe one who surrendered to the British). He was instinctively skeptical about the idea that Afrikaners were really changing and so was all the more struck by the atmosphere at the first match of the tournament when, after being publicly blessed by Mandela at the opening ceremony, South Africa’s team beat one of their great rivals, Australia.

“To sit amongst a white male Afrikaner crowd with everyone cheering for Nelson Mandela was the ultimate postmodern volksfees [people’s party],” he recalled. “Not many could sing ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ i-Afrika’ [the liberation hymn that had become part of the national anthem], but that didn’t matter. It felt wonderful.” The international sporting sanction imposed under apartheid and lifted after the unbanning of the ANC had been far more devastating to whites than economic sanctions, he reckoned. “It struck people’s daily lives. It struck at the core of their being.”8

The hype over the tournament was a little synthetic. There was only one nonwhite in the squad, a dashing athlete of mixed race called Chester  Williams, whose face adorned a thousand billboards advertising the tournament. Soccer was the game of the townships. Black commentators noted drily that rugby was essentially a sport played and watched by white people. But some cynics might have been softened by a magical paean to reconciliation from a young black woman called Thandi on a talk-radio show. “I have no idea what they are doing or why. I can’t see why they spend all that time sitting on each other or making themselves into that tortoise thing,” she said of the rugby scrum. “All I know is I am glued to the screen, and when I see the team in green hugging each other, I get damp in my eyes: those are my boys; that’s my team.”9

Mandela surpassed himself at the final, arriving wearing the green-and-gold jersey of the Springboks, the South African team, with the captain’s number 6 on the back. It was a masterstroke. As he pumped his fists in the air when South Africa scored the winning points, the world reprised its awestruck wonder at seeing the old pariah state apparently breaking the mold. Even the Sowetan, then the country’s best-selling daily newspaper and arguably the most authentic voice of black South Africa in the print media, was tickled by the tournament. It ran the headline “Amabhokobhoko” (the Boks), a wordplay on  amabhakabhaka, a Zulu corruption of the English word “buccaneers,” the nickname for the Orlando Pirates, one of the country’s top soccer teams. More than a decade later François Pienaar, the golden-haired giant who led the Springboks to victory, told me he was still being greeted by black South African strangers as “our captain.”10

A few nights after the final, around midnight, Gigi Mafifi, a young black student, returned home seething. He had been hit by white policemen a few streets away for no apparent reason.11 Given his confident, outspoken manner, it was likely that in their minds he “provoked” the assault. To them he was, in the old apartheid mind-set, the ultimate “cheeky kaffir.” His feelings about white South Africans after this were barely more civil. It was a salutary reminder of the world that lay behind the Chester Williams posters and the jolly chanting by white radio hosts of “Shosholoza,” a jaunty old Zulu miners’ song that had become the rugby tournament’s anthem.

It was always going to take more than an inspirational leader to overcome the legacy of centuries of discrimination.
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If Mandela was the demigod of reconciliation, then Tutu was his high priest. For two sapping years from 1996 to 1998 the “Arch,” as his aides called him, toured the country as head of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, a body set up to try to unearth and then exorcize South Africa’s past. His mandate was to expose and, in return for confessions, forgive human rights abuses in South Africa’s troubled history. He had to act as an umpire, as the commission faced criticism from all sides. Yet in his heart he, like every other black South African who had grown up under apartheid, knew all too well how racist and unjust the country had been in the old days. He recalls fuming with his classmates over why history books referred to blacks as “stealing” cattle but whites as “capturing” them.

“We thought it was a strange choice of language,” he said soon after the commission started work. “You really lived in two worlds. In white areas there would be the birds tweeting in leafy avenues. And then as you entered Soweto you had to put on headlights to see in the smog.”12

As the experiences of Eastern Europe after the fall of communism and South America after the fall of its right-wing dictatorships had shown, delving into the past was always going to be difficult. Former Soviet-bloc countries faced wrenching decisions over what to do with their secret police files. The experience of Romania, where the files remained under lock and key after the fall of communism, testified to the risks of trying to bury the past as a drip-drip of allegations poisoned the new dispensation. But at least in Eastern Europe, as the years passed after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the more obvious scars of the past faded. South Africa faced a far greater challenge. It had to tackle a past that was divided by race and not just politics, and a past whose consequences were starkly apparent to South Africans everyday as they lived their lives in their largely segregated communities.

Tutu embarked on his mission with the same fire and emotion he had devoted to confronting the white government in the 1980s. Yet for all his evangelism on behalf of the commission, he was among the first to admit it had a daunting task. We are trying to “heal a deeply traumatized wounded and polarized society,” he said. “So many South Africans, particularly whites, see  me laughing and are unaware that we sat in cells wondering why we were there.”13

His credo was an old African saying, Ubuntu ungumuntu ngabanye abantu, which loosely translates as “people are people through other people.” Ubuntu  is seen by many Africans as a powerful moral corrective to the West’s perceived cult of the individual. Inspiring as it was as a guiding principle, this was a judicial process. The commission was the fruit of a vital compromise agreement between the National Party and the ANC and was intended as a middle way between the victor’s justice of the Nuremberg trials and collective amnesia. White rule was not overthrown at the barrel of a gun, however much the ANC liked to romanticize the role of Umkhonto we Sizwe, its armed wing. Rather—and somewhat incredibly in hindsight—the Nationalists negotiated themselves from power as they slowly came to the conclusion that while they could probably beat back the insurrection in the townships for many years, ultimately they would have to reach a settlement. The promise of amnesty played a critical part in this capitulation, as it helped to ensure that senior generals in the army and police did not oppose the post-apartheid agreement. National Party and ANC negotiators haggled over it until just a few hours before finalizing the interim constitution in November 1993. In the end agreement was reached by crossing out the word “may” from the clause that had read “there may be amnesty” and replacing it with the word “shall.”14 The technicalities were left unresolved. It was left to the post-apartheid Parliament to spell out the terms. After an intense debate the legislators came to the critical conclusion: perpetrators of human rights abuses would be eligible for amnesty if they confessed their misdeed and if their crimes were deemed political.

Unsurprisingly the commission had a stormy ride. The white right accused it of conducting a witch hunt of Afrikaners; the ANC accused it of imposing a false moral equivalence between the apartheid secret police and the anti-apartheid movement; victims argued that the apartheid torturers and secret policemen should not deserve amnesty even for full confessions. Academics suggested that Tutu’s emotional and overtly religious approach to his task conflicted uneasily with the commission’s judicial status. Some of this was political point-scoring. But as Tutu and his fellow commissioners toured the country to hear the stories of past human rights abuses, you had to be fairly heartless not  to sympathize with the victims’ complaint: How could you reconcile yourself to a former member of a death squad?

Dirk Coetzee, a one-time leader of the most notorious apartheid hit-squad, decided the best way to approach the commission was by groveling. In 1989 he had fled the country and become a whistle-blower about apartheid dirty tricks after he was on the brink of being exposed by one of his former colleagues, who was on death row for murder. In the countdown to the first hearing of the Truth Commission in 1996, he took me and other correspondents on a televised tour of Vlakplaas, a farm outside Pretoria where, in the last years of white rule, he and later Eugene de Kock, a notorious policeman known as “Prime Evil,” masterminded the murder and torture of dozens of opponents of the regime. It was more hit-squad reality show than confessional.

“I am worried the light will fade and we won’t be able to film,” Coetzee said, breaking off his reminiscences as he approached a row of empty graves. He turned to the producer. “Just in case, do you have lights for your camera?” The producer nodded. Coetzee’s sing-song tones continued. “So where was I? Oh yes. You see these were dug in advance for victims. It sounds terrible. It was terrible, but . . .”15

“This was the canteen where the boys drank themselves to pieces,” he said gesturing to a low brick bungalow. “We had our own little clubhouse. This was the place where Gene [De Kock] congratulated the guys and they had their Chivas Regal. . . . ” We moved on down to the remains of an old braai [barbecue] pit, the traditional heart of any white South African farm.

“It was here that Japie Maponya was tortured. He was tortured to pieces.” Coetzee pointed up at a grove of willow trees. “This was his last sight of normal surroundings. You look at the picnic spot. They made him dig his own grave. . . . ”

Maponya was killed in September 1985. He had been kidnapped by policemen who were looking for information about his brother, an ANC member in exile. The final details of his murder emerged in court after the end of white rule, when De Kock went on trial for multiple crimes. The trial was unfolding even as Coetzee took me on his grisly tour. “He [Maponya] was kicked, he was punched. . . . It was a free for all. They were like bees attacking a man,”16 one of his interrogators told the court. Another recalled that they discussed within  earshot of the battered Maponya about how they were going to kill him. They eventually took him handcuffed and blindfolded just over the border with Swaziland. De Kock administered the coup de grâce by cleaving his skull with a spade.

The Vlakplaas tour was part of a long-running public relations campaign by Coetzee coinciding with his appeal for amnesty from the Truth Commission for the 1981 murder of a prominent human rights lawyer, Griffiths Mxenge, one of the more infamous killings of the apartheid era. As the sun started to sink over the low surrounding hills and the group moved on to Daisy Farm, the site of a separate security police operation, Coetzee’s face was set in a permanent ingratiating pose. He had long since appreciated that his only way to avoid a prison cell—or even a knife in the back—was to assist the Truth Commission.

So how could he justify his crimes? He gave a nervous giggle before replying. “It’s difficult to explain nowadays, but we believed we were fighting a war,” he said. “And the fact that the world was against us just meant they didn’t understand. If you look back now, it seems so absurd, but we boasted we were the last bastion of Christianity in the continent . . .and joining the police was like joining an elite club.” As a car drew up with his lawyer, Coetzee switched back into reality-television mode. “Don’t get out yet,” he shouted at his lawyer. The television crew, he said with an expansive sweep of his arm, needed a few more minutes to get ready to film his arrival.

De Kock was convicted of eighty-nine crimes, including six murders. He was sentenced to two life terms for two specific murders and a further 212 years in prison for other crimes. The camera-savvy whistle-blower, Coetzee, won his appeal for amnesty.

How is one to set his relative lack of penitence against the account of Nohle Mohapi, the first to testify to the commission in its opening hearing in a draughty hall in the town of East London? With her head held high, she moved slowly to the front, supported by a friend, to tell of her love for her activist husband, Mapetla, the birth of their children, and their life together through endless police harassment. Her voice did not falter as she reached the terrible day in 1976 when a policeman came to their door and claimed her husband had hanged himself in a prison cell with his jeans.

“I was never happy in the twenty years since Mapetla died,” she said. When she went to the mortuary to identify the body, a black policeman laughed, she recalled. “He said: ‘They call themselves leaders and yet they cannot take pressure, they kill themselves,’” she told the hearing.17 She herself was subsequently detained in solitary confinement. On one occasion she was fastened to a grille, assaulted, and forced to denounce her comrades as terrorists.

Such harrowing testimony, emerging day after day, produced bit by bit a version of truth of South Africa’s murky past. Sometimes the precise details of what had been a particularly shocking murder were at last confirmed. Security policemen confessed how Steve Biko, the charismatic leader of the black consciousness movement who had kept the anti-apartheid flame alive in the seventies, died in custody in 1977 of brain damage after a brutal assault by his interrogators. Sometimes the revelations were less newsworthy yet shed light into the shadowy recesses of the apartheid mind-set. In one hearing a low-ranking civil servant, Jeffrey Benzien, demonstrated how he administered the “wet bag” treatment—a form of water-boarding—which involved placing a cloth over a victim’s head, taking them to the brink of suffocation, and then bringing them around before starting all over again. Every day he returned home to his wife and family like any other dedicated civil servant. It was, his psychiatrist testified, all in a day’s work. Sometimes the hearings reminded their audiences that whites too had been innocent victims in the vortex of political violence that engulfed South Africa in the last years of apartheid.

With the publication of the Truth Commission’s report at the end of Mandela’s presidency, South Africa moved closer to knowing its history. But the second part of the commission’s mandate, reconciliation, was rather more elusive. As many of the victims argued, it was a little too slick to suggest that two years of hearings, however graphic, could bring down a curtain on the past. “By granting amnesty to the tormentors, society made the hard choice to suspend these victims’ civil rights,” wrote Joel Netshitenzhe, Mbeki’s chief strategist. “To crow about ‘closure’ is premature and insensitive. The search for the truth and lasting reconciliation continues. Many hard choices still have to be made, so that as partisans of a better tomorrow, we can all escape the legacy of apartheid.”18

Many in the ANC were infuriated that South Africa’s whites, whose comfortable existence had been protected by the dirty work of the security police, carried on with their lives without having to apologize for having benefited from apartheid. As the death squad leader, De Kock, argued bitterly: What about F. W. de Klerk and the other leaders of the National Party, who denied any knowledge of the hit squads and dirty tricks and blamed their actions on rogue elements? Why were they allowed to get away with a bland generalized statement to the commission about their past? On this De Kock had a rare meeting of minds with Mbeki.

On the eve of publication of the commission’s final report, as president of the ANC, Mbeki tried to censor its condemnation of the ANC’s human rights abuses. His gripe was over what he saw as an implicit moral equivalence between the deeds of apartheid security forces and its opponents. Mandela, still the country’s president, appreciated that the commission was the product of a political trade-off and forced him to back down. But the die was cast for the less reconciliatory era that was to unfold under Mbeki.

Mbeki had long made clear that he was skeptical of the fuzzy idea of a rainbow nation. “When we begin to grapple with the real issues, when you pass beyond the ‘Gloria! Hallelujah! What a lovely thing we’ve done!’ then the problems begin,” he told me while he was still deputy president. “You cannot have real national reconciliation of a lasting kind if you don’t have a fundamental transformation of society. You have to de-racialize. It is a painful process.”19

Once in power he moved fast to reinforce that impression. Through his weekly online address to the ANC he promoted a pricklier message. The saccharine banalities of the weekly presidential radio address in the United States were not for him. White critics were demonized as racists steeped in the mindset of centuries of colonists in belittling Africans. Sympathetic columnists followed his lead. Black critics were labeled as Uncle Toms, coconuts (white on the inside), or even askaris. In the colonial era in Africa, askaris were native soldiers. Under apartheid they were liberation fighters who had been turned by the security police to fight against their old comrades.

It was always clear that after Mandela’s era it would make sense politically for the government to devote fewer of its statements to reconciliation. But Mbeki pushed too far in the other direction. Over halfway through his second  term, he sparked a furor by wading into a dispute involving one of South Africa’s banks, in which a black intern resigned while accusing it of racism, saying that white managers did not train black staff through fear they would take their jobs.20 Only eleven years earlier Mbeki had said that the “nice” deputy president would sometimes have to say things that would make him no longer seem like a “nice” deputy president. Should he not as president, I asked him, be more of a cheerleader?

When pressed on this point, Mbeki recalled a friend who had moved into a white suburb and been shunned by his white neighbors.21 His irritation with the small-minded white suburban mind-set was understandable. Within months of the end of white rule it became something of a cliché to say that it was impossible to find anyone who had voted for apartheid. But Mbeki’s blanket indictment of all whites as being as racist as the proprietor of the Hotel Friesland was unfair. It was also counterproductive, as it helped to entrench the very isolationist white mind-set that so irked him. When Tony Trahar, the mild-mannered chief executive of Anglo American, the giant mining house, suggested that a few uncertainties remained over South Africa’s future prospects, Mbeki responded with a 2,900-word polemic accusing South Africa’s most influential businessman of being just another racist reared to believe a black government would fail. When allegations surfaced about corruption in a controversial multibillion-dollar arms deal, he said the criticism was prompted by a “racist conviction that Africans . . . are naturally prone to corruption, venality and mismanagement.”22 As Mbeki’s presidency unfolded, many whites, including some white members and supporters of the ANC, came to suspect that the reconciliatory ethos of Mandela’s term in office had been a brief postliberation honeymoon before the onset of an African nationalist era in which they would be a politically disenfranchised minority.

Mandela himself had occasionally issued a swinging indictment of reactionary white attitudes, most notably in his speech when handing over the leadership of the ANC to Mbeki. But the impact of these critiques was softened by his reconciliatory refrain. Mbeki, however, dispensed with the latter. Instead he constantly picked at the country’s racist scab. It had always been apparent that Mandela’s reconciliatory vision was going to need cultivation, but that was not to be Mbeki’s way, and he undid much of the work that  Mandela had done in trying to encourage whites to stay committed to the new nation.
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A decade after the end of white rule race relations had outwardly been transformed. In the last days of white rule adult black men had still frequently been referred to as “boys” and treated like children. In the early nineties it had been common even on the streets of the most cosmopolitan city, Johannesburg, for a black passer-by to avoid a white man’s gaze. Rather, the standard—that is, safest—response had been one of downcast eyes and a preemptive cringe. The opening lessons in my Zulu textbook in the early nineties reflected such hierarchical thinking. “Come here, Jo, I say” and “Jo smokes a lot” were two of the opening phrases I was taught should be used when speaking to staff. More than a decade into majority rule, for most South Africans the days of such defensive deference were over. Black South Africa had collectively regained the dignity denied for so long.

Shortly before the end of white rule an entertaining tale did the rounds about a black American newspaper correspondent. She was supposedly in line in Thrupps, the Whole Foods of Johannesburg, when an elderly white woman looked over her shoulder at the French cheeses in her basket.

“What good taste your madam has,” the shopper is said to have commented.

“I am the madam,” the correspondent replied.

Such exchanges were impossible to imagine a decade later. Whatever some might feel privately, whites could no longer be dumbfounded at encountering a black compatriot as an equal, rather than an underling. Year by year the black middle class expanded, as did black enrollments at the previously whites-only universities. Tutu ventured with his usual linguistic brio that he was regularly astounded at how South Africa had matured. “I am frequently amazed at some of the things that our people take in their stride, when you think for instance that we had something called the Immorality Act and the Mixed Marriages Act that said no to any intimate relationship between whites and people of other races, and I mean, you look around and you. . . . ”

“You see mixed couples walking hand in hand, or more often they are in a clinch, you wouldn’t get a razor blade between them.” He had recently seen a  group of black male students stride through the campus of Pretoria University, one of them arm in arm with a white girl. “And so far as we were able to make out, the sky seemed to remain very firmly in place,” he said. “That is amazing, given where we come from.”23

Tutu was right to cite how race relations had improved since apartheid. Also in the early years after liberation, the ANC had for the most part been careful to eschew triumphalism. Just outside the main gates to Parliament in Cape Town stands a squat stone statue of a Boer horseman. It was erected in memory of Louis Botha, the first prime minister of South Africa. Boer Krugsman staatsman (farmer warrior statesman) read the inscription. It was a mark of the ANC’s commitment to building a new nation that a statue of the man who had implemented many of the laws that paved the way for apartheid still stood facing the president’s office in Cape Town.

And yet, as Tutu agreed, fourteen years after the end of white rule, the two worlds, black and white, were for most people very separate. A casual unacknowledged racism remained embedded in the consciousness of many whites. A reciprocal suspicion was lodged in the mind of many blacks, compounded by a lingering resentment that most whites appeared to regard the past as another country. Racial boundaries were increasingly crossed at the workplace and in schools, but most interracial friendships did not extend into out-of-office hours, and many whites and blacks still tended when in their own racial group to talk of the other as “they” and “them.” “The whites won’t let us talk in our African languages at work, as they are afraid we are speaking about them,” a senior black accountant said. “But we don’t listen to them. It makes them mad.”24 The “rainbow nation” was very much a work in progress.

The post-apartheid career of Malegapuru Makgoba encapsulates the racial complexities of the new order. In 1994 he returned home to South Africa, having had a successful career as an immunologist in Britain, to be feted as one of his country’s most distinguished academics. He was welcomed onto the campus of the University of the Witwatersrand, a sweeping series of grand Victorian stone buildings and quads, reminiscent of an Oxford college, just north of the center of Johannesburg. For the authorities of what had been traditionally a pillar of white liberalism, he was the answer to their dreams. He was a bona fide, world-class, black South African academic. The university moved fast to groom him as the first black vice chancellor as a way of proving to the ANC  and the militant public service unions, which had been disrupting the university with protests and marches, that they were changing.

But an influential group of white academics in the senior common room had other ideas. They were convinced that he was unfit for high office, believing that he had falsified his credentials and also that he was temperamentally ill-suited to the post. He in turn accused them of racism and passed on his trenchant views of his colleagues to the media. Overnight the sort of petty row that electrifies universities across the world all the time became a cause célèbre. For the new black establishment trying to find its bearings in the post-apartheid era, Makgoba was a hero challenging old patriarchal and racist assumptions. To his detractors his candidacy was a test of the rigor of the new age. Just because he was black and had fine qualifications did not mean he should automatically be promoted to high office, they argued.

The row was one of the few occasions when the racial undercurrent in many South African institutions and offices became a public spectacle. It ended with his suspension after he leaked confidential files about his detractors, the suicide of one of them, and the university in even more disarray. Thirteen years later, he was the vice chancellor of the University of KwaZulu-Natal in the eastern city of Durban. Once again he was grappling with the difficulty of how to change a university, and once again he found himself caught up in a row with a group of white academics who accused him of pushing too hard to Africanize the curriculum. So had race relations improved in South Africa over the intervening years? He gestured towards his campus before replying. His was a nonracial university with about 40 percent black students, 18 percent white, and about 30 percent Indian and of mixed race, but there was little mixing, he said.

“If you walk around the university, you see African students are by and large together, white students are by and large together, Indian students are by and large together. In classrooms you see the same thing. We have a nonracial society that has not yet come together. Or you can say, we have now truly legitimized apartheid. We live in different orbits all the time, sometimes quite comfortably, but at other times we collide. We are still suspicious of each other. We still view the world in our racialized terms. What Mbeki did was to sharpen this. He was saying these are the realities society needs to take on  board. But such an approach intimidates. It creates fear. It leaves a sense ‘I am not listened to. I do not belong.’ Mandela made us all feel we belong, and that has disappeared.”25

The endurance of a rift between white and black long after the end of white rule was hardly surprising. Apartheid governments had not just entrenched the colonial oppression of the black majority by the white minority. They had legislated to create a make-believe all-white country, in defiance of the demographics of black population growth and urbanization, not to mention justice. Laws barred blacks from living in areas designated for whites except as domestic workers and gardeners. These ensured that long after the end of apartheid most blacks and most whites would still live apart.

The traditional division of wealth broadly along racial lines exacerbated the rift. It was misleading to suggest that all whites were prosperous. The trade union Solidarity, which catered mainly to blue-collar white workers, calculated fourteen years after apartheid that 10 percent of whites should be designated as poor, in contrast to 50 percent of blacks.26 Whites argued that they were atoning for apartheid by paying high taxes to fund the uplift of the townships, and that they were being penalized by a far-reaching affirmative action program to promote blacks into employment and higher education. Yet nonetheless Mbeki was essentially correct when he spoke of South Africa’s two economies: one white and wealthy and the other black and poor.

In the annual Nelson Mandela Lecture a decade after liberation, Tutu had warned the ANC that it was sitting on a “powder keg” of unmet expectations, prompting a withering counterblast from Mbeki, who accused him of meddling in affairs he did not understand. The riposte had pained but unsurprisingly not silenced Tutu. South Africans and the government should be doing far more to address the divisions and to reach across the racial divide, he told me. The gulf between the “leafy avenues” with “the birds tweeting” and the townships sadly, he concluded, remained all but intact.

“We still have these huge, huge disparities in wealth and poverty, and although people can now live anywhere if you can afford it, what were white suburbs are still largely white suburbs, and the townships are still. . . . What has amazed me is the fact that people can live under those conditions. They get up in the morning and go to the white suburbs, affluent, salubrious, and they work  in homes that have all the modern conveniences. And in the evening they go back to the squalor . . . and deprivation. . . . And you wonder how they have maintained the patience that they have shown. I mean, you would have thought that by now they would have said, ‘Oh no, this freedom dividend, where is it?’”27

Economists agreed that the creation of a black middle class, one of Mbeki’s priorities, was the best way to bridge the gap. According to one survey the average income in black households in the central Gauteng province, the engine room of the economy, rose by 47 percent to over 90,000 rand a year between 2000 and 2006.28 But still and unsurprisingly, the country’s extremes broadly split down racial lines. A trade union report in 2008 found that fourteen years into democracy whites enjoyed on average incomes 450 percent higher than blacks, and 400 percent higher than people of mixed race.29 The survey’s results were not surprising, given the legacy of apartheid education. But they highlighted a trend: despite the growth of the black middle class and the government’s anti-poverty measures, including an annual social welfare budget of over 70 billion rand, the inequality gap between rich and poor was increasing.30  The Gini coefficient, the international measure of economic inequalities, rose between 1995 and 2005, identifying South Africa as having one of the world’s sharpest divides between rich and poor.

As ANC ministers faced increasing criticism over their record in tackling the inequalities, some found themselves all but parroting the language used by the old white government. Essop Pahad, one of Mbeki’s senior advisers, argued it was unfair to highlight the rift in South Africa. Racial “ghettoes” occurred all over the world, he said.31 He was right. They are often a matter of cultural choice, as much as the product of an economic division. Such a stark divide in society is hardly unique to South Africa. The racial divide in Washington, DC, where three of its quadrants are mainly black and poor, seems if anything starker than in Johannesburg. But South Africa’s poisoned racial history makes its wealth gap more perilous than in most countries.

Cyril Ramaphosa was one of the first to warn that whites had to find ways of showing more public commitment to understanding the lives of their black compatriots if only as a matter of security for their future. Enduring bigotry was all too apparent in the “well practised and well-finessed way of white  people just hiding their heads in the sand like an ostrich, completely oblivious to what’s happening in this country,” he said. Many implied they had not been aware of apartheid abuses, and some of them did not even want to know, he said. “But . . . it is very, very sad that white people are indifferent and this is something that is going to catch up with us as a nation.”32

One of the great wonders of South Africa in the years leading up to and away from the transition was the extraordinary tolerance and patience articulated by so many blacks. In conversation after conversation in Kwakwatsi in the mid-nineties, Tladi, the young ANC leader, and one of his colleagues, Charles Masibi, a young teacher, stressed that they did not seek retribution from the whites. They just wanted at long last a fair chance and an end to such outrageous behavior as the siege. This magnanimity was amplified across the country in the early years of democracy by Mandela. But as Tutu warned me, such patience cannot be infinite. Yugoslavia or, nearer to hand, Zimbabwe offers a grim example of how historical grievances can lie fallow for decades before being whipped up by unscrupulous leaders.

As the years passed after the end of white rule, from time to time South African newspapers would fasten on a reminder of how the attitudes of the Hotel Friesland were taking a long time to die. For a week in February 2008 front pages were dominated by what became known as the “hostel of hate.” A video had surfaced showing four white students from an all-white residence at the University of the Free State forcing five black cleaners to take part in humiliating mock initiation rituals. The students had made the video as a protest at plans to make their hostel multiracial. In one clip a student is shown urinating on food before the cleaners are made to eat it, on their knees. Two of them spew it out almost immediately. They are also repeatedly called “whores” and made to do Afrikaner folk dances and play rugby. “Once upon a time the Boers lived happily here . . . until the day the less advantaged discovered the word ‘integration’ in the dictionary” intones a calm voice in Afrikaans over the opening footage.

News of the video was greeted in the outside world as final proof that the “rainbow nation” was little more than a marketing slogan. Headlines suggested with a hint of schadenfreude that racism was alive and well in South Africa. It was a vile video. It cast a depressing insight into the entrenched attitudes of  conservative Afrikanerdom. It also raised an important question as to why for fourteen post-apartheid years the university authorities had condoned segregated university hostels. But the outrage missed the point.

Such incidents were rare—and certainly far rarer than they had been under apartheid. I was tempted to agree with Zuma when he told me he thought the furor was overblown. It was not, he told me, representative of the state of race relations. All in all, given its racial history, he concluded, South Africa was doing pretty well. Addressing a dinner for the Financial Times, he argued that it was not as if racism was unique to South Africa. He went on to illustrate his point by jokingly imagining a South Africa without blacks and yet still plagued by racial divisions.

“The following day it would start between the Afrikaners and the English speakers. And if all the English speakers left South Africa, the problem would start between the Afrikaners from the old Free State and the Transvaal. And if you said just the Xhosas stay, you would see problems between the Mfengus and the Xhosas. And if you said Zulus only can stay . . . Phew.”33

His remarks were typical of his informal style of politics. They also reflected how South Africa could be on its better days: a country of blacks and whites and Asians and people of mixed race united by their love of braaing (barbecuing) meat in the sunshine and peri peri sauce, their veneration for Mandela, and their willingness to laugh at each other and the awful absurdity of their past.

Yet the underlying story of race relations in post-apartheid South Africa was more subtle and pernicious. It was one in which incomprehension and resentment dominated uneasy racial encounters across the country every day.

More than a decade after the end of white rule it was still broadly true that everything that blacks hoped for whites feared they would lose, that many whites could not appreciate that the arrival of a pothole just might be the price to be paid for the building of a road in a township, and that many blacks saw whites as interlopers and did not appreciate that many whites saw themselves as Africans and regarded South Africa as home. Outside the multiracial elite and some very poor communities, South Africa’s races were like tectonic plates. Much of the time they glided smoothly past each other, but there was intermittent friction, and every now and then, they crashed against each other, sometimes with spectacular results.
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Professor Shadrack Gutto, a government adviser, maintains that “national reconciliation is sometimes when you smile at each other even if you hate each other like hell.”34 It is a cynical view from a man with strong Africanist convictions but one that it’s not unlikely many South Africans privately share. It was certainly as true in the small town of Koppies fourteen years after apartheid as it had been at the time of the siege before white rule came to an end.

Tannie Joan had long since left the Hotel Friesland. Our last conversation had been rather blunt. After hearing from Tladi, the young ANC councillor, that he had been thrown out when asking for a drink at the bar, I wrote an article about the survival of the old prejudices in the local hotel. When a South African read my piece in London, he was so incensed at the besmirchment of his country that he traced the number of the Friesland and telephoned the owner to upbraid her. A few weeks later she stood at the door with arms crossed.

Since her departure the hotel had been renamed the Paradys. In a sign of the changing times a wooden board pinned to the neighboring gate advertised the services of a Dr. Mula, a herbalist and specialist in muti (traditional medicine). The new owner, like her predecessor, was a chain-smoker. She had moved down from Pretoria a decade earlier and still affected the Afrikaner chic common to the capital in the heyday of apartheid: beehive hairdo, layers of caked makeup, high heels, and a 1950s flowery dress. She had painted the reception hall in apricot pink and torn down one of the internal walls. She was less blunt than her predecessor had been and never used the word kaffir in my presence. But she too was convinced that the arrival of a black government was leading inexorably to disaster.

“Everyone is leaving Koppies because of the black happenings,” she told me flatly. “There is nothing to stay for now.”

There were many more black people on the streets by day than under apartheid. A few had even moved into the town, including Hansie Buka, a tall, thickset man with a hearty laugh, who under white rule had run the only liquor store in Kwakwatsi. Five years after the end of white rule he had moved his  family across the tracks to Koppies, where he lived in a bungalow with his wife and had opened a second store.

But Koppies and Kwakwatsi, while as dependent on each other for survival as before, were still two different universes: racially, white and black; politically, the past and the future; socioeconomically, developed and developing; emotionally, resentful and angry. His white neighbors ignored him, Buka said. The principal of the main primary school in Kwakwatsi could barely restrain herself from shouting when asked about race relations. Apartheid was alive and well in Koppies, the principal said. There was no mixing of races. The whites just wanted to be alone. She cited a local white farmer who had recently, in a fit of vindictive pique after a row with a black farmhand, forced him to dig up the body of his dead infant son, just three days after he had been interred on farm-land, and take him elsewhere.

Christo van Greunen, the town clerk, a veteran white civil servant who had been responsible for providing electricity and water to the township since the 1980s, did not question the continuing polarization; rather he regarded it as inevitable. The tensions of the time of the siege had at least abated, he said.35 He could remember a late-night meeting brokered by Buka with angry township activists in 1993, when he had carried a gun fearing for his life.

The antagonism had gone, as had the subservience. Blacks no longer called him “baas” or “sir.” He felt unthreatened driving through Kwakwatsi. As for the future, he said it was a matter of destiny: the blacks were poorly educated; they would not govern well; the roads and public services in Koppies would slowly deteriorate; all but the poorest whites would leave.

So is reconciliation possible on the frontline of the first and third worlds? Van der Merwe, the deputy mayor at the end of white rule, had remarked a year after the end of apartheid that there was a “bridge” between Koppies and Kwakwatsi but no one dared to cross it. A decade later Koos du Plooy, the acting principal of the Sarel Cilliers High School, still professed to believe—publicly at least—that the two races were starting to reach out to each other. But he knew it would be a long haul. He, like most white South Africans, had had to accept huge changes to the world in which he had been raised. By 2008 the school had long since opened its doors to children from Kwakwatsi, but as the enrollment of black pupils increased, many of the white families had opted to  take their children to schools in nearby larger towns. They cited the decline of teaching “standards” at Sarel Cilliers, but black parents were convinced it was because they did not want their children to mix with children of other races. Half a dozen teachers in the schools in Kwakwatsi started teaching at Sarel Cilliers and then left after a few months, saying that the school staff room was still racist and treated black pupils with vindictive disdain.

“In the beginning there was a lot of struggle between the cultures. . . . ,” du Plooy said, slipping unconsciously into the euphemistic language of apartheid. “Black culture is a loud nation. They don’t talk softly to one another. Also a black person doesn’t have the same sense of time. In our culture it’s important to be on time.”36 It would take some years, he reckoned, for people to forget the past, but with commitment a multiracial school could emerge.

One of Buka’s sons had been one of his star pupils. Buka himself was optimistic that his children, who were in their teens and early twenties, were breaking free of the country’s racial straitjacket. One had recently married a lawyer. At the wedding in Koppies there were twenty white students, even though none of his white neighbors attended. His story was a reminder that bit by bit, as more black South Africans entered the middle class and deployed their talents to business or building a family rather than politics as in the old days, post-apartheid society gained fresh injections of glue.

That is the principal hope for South Africa: that the poison of apartheid can be steadily diluted as the years pass and that, after a period of dutiful arms-length cooperation, future generations can somehow grow up free of the prejudices that have so long divided the country. But it will take a long time if it happens. Much depends on the ANC and its ability to resist the temptation to play the politics of race when it is under threat.
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