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Speaking about South Africa today means speaking about an ambitious project of transformation which in some ways has no parallel in other countries today. By addressing the legacy of institutionalised racism of the past, the project aims at establishing a non-racist and non-sexist society. Speaking about South Africa today means speaking about the achievements, as well as failures, of this ambition.

Ten years ago, a similar Symposion would have looked very differently into the subject. At that time, it would not have been possible for many of us to listen relaxedly to poems in Afrikaans language, under the patronship of the then South African ambassador. Ten years ago, a similar Symposion would have had to deal with angry demands, lost hopes, even threats of civil war. In 1992 and 1993, the Boipatong massacre took place, Chris Hani was assassinated, and for a good deal of the year negotiations on a transfer of power to the mass democratic movement were suspended. All over Europe, Anti-Apartheid Movements were busy with lobbying governments to keep sanctions in place until irreversibility in negotiations had been reached. In Austria, one of the biggest fund-raising operations in AAM history was started to support victims of political violence in what is today KwaZulu/Natal. Prospects really looked dark these days.

Today, we seem to be able to speak about South Africa in a much more relaxed manner. We are able to speak about a successful project started in April 1994 with the first free and democratic elections in a unitary South Africa, the Inauguration of President Nelson Mandela and the taking of office by his Government of National Unity. Since then, transformation has taken place indeed - or has at least started to take place - on a big scale. Let us name just a few features of the situation which only emerged less than ten years ago:

· No state of emergency any more

· The end of police brutality in the townships, as well as of widespread political violence

· The dissolution of native reserves, euphemistically called „national states“

· Achievement of full democratic rights under a new constitution

· A process of dealing with the human rights legacy of the past, led by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission – unparalleled in European history

· Land restitution and land reform which – I admit – has started slowly but successfully, particularly in comparison with other countries

· A massive poverty eradication programme by supplying previously marginalised urban as well as rural areas with electricity and water thereby positively affecting the daily life of millions of people 

· Establishment of a new legal framework of industrial relations

· Labour market reforms, including affirmative action

· Last, but not least, the start of educational reform

Many more items could be added to this list, but listing as many successes as possible would not really serve our purpose. Because we all do know that South Africa has not become paradise overnight. The legacy of racism is still firmly entrenched, poverty is rampant, quicker and better delivery is called for. Despite all these early achievements of transformation I have mentioned, South Africa is still confronted with a myriad of problems which sometimes tend to overshadow her successes so far. We also seem to face a certain paradoxon here: People inside South Africa don’t talk enough about these achievements because they take it already for granted. And people abroad don’t recognise them sufficiently because either they don’t know them or because they don’t want to know them.

Let me quote from the Keynote Address given by Professor Tinyiko Maluleke, Dean of the Faculty of Theology and Religious Studies, University of South Africa, at the KwaZulu Natal Christian Council Assembly in June this year. He said:

“For a long time Africa has been a continent of and in crises – South Africa is no exception. The crises have had to do with such basic human affairs as: food, land, health, water, peace, shelter, poverty, you name it... Though initially viewed with much optimism, the end of the Apartheid and the end of the cold war has not led to the end of crises, for Africa at least. A few old crises dissipate – such as Apartheid and the tyranny of the Mobutu era in Congo-Kinshasa – they seem to spurn or reveal new crises in their place. The end of the Apartheid does not seem to have managed to end the momentum for violence. If anything, new and horrific forms of violence – especial​ly against women and children – seem to have become more prevalent. Nor have the 'global financial markets' necessarily rewarded the new democratic South African government for ending Apartheid and embracing neo-liberal capitalist policies. Unemployment has grown and despite the small fat army of élites that is emerging, the poor are in fast growing poorer. Similarly African currencies – including the South African Rand – have been losing value at a tremendous speed – so much so that they are all in danger of being replaced by the dollar and the euro, if this has not happened already. On top of all these, we have the scourge of HIV-AIDS to contend with. Sometimes it looks like, one day we celebrated Mandela and all that he stands for and the next day HIV-AIDS arrived and started recolonizing us all over again.”

Strong words, I feel tempted to say. Of course, all these crises named by Professor Maluleke -“food, land, health, water, peace, shelter, poverty, you name it...” - have in fact been addressed by the new government, or have at least started to be addressed, but obviously they will need a long way to find solutions. It is my firm conviction that in addressing and finally solvind these pressing problems, the democratic South Africa needs our support and solidarity - no matter, which political affiliation we come from, which language we speak, whether we are South African or foreign friends of South Africa.

Coming from an Anti-Apartheid Movement myself, I think it is true in a way that all our activities to support democratic South Africa in the making have become part of South African history (and therefore some of our files are meanwhile rightly kept in South African archives, like at Wits University and the Mayibuye Centre in Cape Town). But at the same time, South Africa’s liberation struggle has also become part of progressive World, European and, for that matter, Austrian history as many of people abroad joined it and made it a struggle of worldwide significance - to get rid of racism as well as of the economic and political roots of racism. Therefore, what happens in the New South Africa, whether the aims of liberation can successfully be achieved or will ultimately fail is not only of interest to South African citizens themselves. The struggle against Apartheid has been one of world wide significance, and we all therefore share, in a way, a joint responsibility to make Apartheid-free South Africa work.

What most of us who have been involved in the project of establishing a “non-racist and non-sexist society” in South Africa, have probably underestimated, is its vulnerability. Professor Maluleke correctly draws our attention to a whole lot of new challenges which threaten the feasibiliy of  the “New South Africa” project, partly stemming from legacies of the past which have not – or not yet – been adequately addressed or resulting from new global realities, from a New World Order (that is, North/South order) into which South Africa had to re-enter and which, as we all know, is centred more around domination and profit than around liberation and values. We observe at least two areas where the vulnerability of the process has apparently been underestimated:

1. Difficulties in reaching sustainability: It is important to continue with free health care for kids and pregnant women, but this needs to be financed; it is also important to connect millions of people to clean water, but all these water pipes, pumps and tanks have to be maintained, serviced and repaired. For the sustainability of poverty eradication programmes, two things are obviously needed: popular and in particular local political participation much beyond the participation in formal elections on the one hand, and financial means on the other. We all know of a typical and many times too lightly expressed criticism in South Africa that the government does not deliver. While this might be partially true, it can also serve as an easy excuse as delivery cannot be the exclusive duty of a government, but has to include delivery by political parties, social partners, education institutions, media, popular organisations and the people themselves as well. It was actually the RDP, the Reconstruction and Development Programme, which not only constituted an economic blueprint but had such strong components of democratisation and mass political participation built in as well. Too much grassroots orientation and too little emphasis on macro-economic necessities, the government felt – probably under outside pressure – in 1996, and the RDP was supplemented with – some would say “hijacked” by – the GEAR philosophy. Now we have a sound macro-economic framework in place for which South Africa internationally gets much applause. However, problems how to finance delivery on the ground remain, unemployment is remarkably rising, the gap between social expectations and economic realities widens, and there are even signs of shrinking popular confidence. Clearly therefore, sustainability, in terms of finance and of confidence, has become an issue.

2. and finally, we have underestimated pressures by the global economic climate. When South Africa in 1994 re-entered the global arena, it was clear to everybody that beneficial foreign relations were necessary in order to implement transformation smoothly. In actual facts, however, the New South Africa was largely frustrated – and this to a certain extent explains why quick delivery is so painful. There was great rhetorics at the EU – SADC meeting in Berlin 1994 but the final outcome was disappointing: no full membership in the Lomé framework, a problematic Free Trade Agreement instead which restricts South African exports in wine and spirits to Europe but insists on European fishing rights along South Africa’s coastline. There were big hopes when South Africa joined the newly-formed World Trade Organisation, but long-term investment came in less than expected and South Africa’s terms of trade as well as her currency remained as vulnerable as ever (or became even more vulnerable as ever). Whether and which new challenges under the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) will appear (which not only influences water and transport services but also communication and media sectors), remains to be seen. Therefore my conclusion is: When South Africa needed outside economic breathing space in order to digest her internal transformation this was not granted but pressure intensified to have South Africa opening up her markets, paying back her debt (largely contracted during the Apartheid period) and providing investment-friendly conditions. Not always was this accompanied by economic rationality: when in summer 1998, the Rand lost 20 % of its value within four months, this was attributed by financial journals to the appointment of the first black person ever as Governor of the SA Reserve Bank. We have probably underestimated racism as a factor in global economic decision-making as well.

What I have tried this morning is to introduce certain concepts of thinking to you which I believe are of relevance to South Africa: dealing with the legacy of the past, reconstruction and development, stability, delivery, confidence, solidarity. I am sure the writers will have to say a lot more about these concepts.
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