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 Conversation with a Nation: Race and Redress in South Africa 
  

Adam Habib 
 
I am an upper middle class South African probably of Indian descent. I say probably 
because I really am unsure. And I suspect anyone who thinks they can define their 
ancestry with any degree of accuracy is deluding him or herself. Remember those scions 
of the political establishment in the 1980s whose grand myths of a pure Afrikaner 
ancestry were shattered by a lecturer at the University of the Western Cape, H. F. Heese, 
whose genealogical study of the Coloured community demonstrated that their ancestral 
lines crossed racial boundaries to extend into both the slave communities of Africa, 
Malaysia and the Orient, and the Dutch settler population in the Cape of the 17th and 18th 
centuries.1 Who is to say that such mixed ancestry is not my inheritance. After all my 
ancestry of five generations ago lies at least in part on the Indian peninsula. But this is a 
peninsula that was host to a series of invasions and occupations throughout the centuries. 
Who is to say that during the Mogul occupation of the Indian sub-continent my ancestor, 
probably a women, was not raped by a Mogul soldier. And who is to say that a few 
centuries before that his ancestor was not a product of a beautiful love story between an 
Ottoman princess and a Mogul peasant. And since the Ottoman Empire served as a bridge 
to Europe, who is to say that my ancestral lines did not crisscross the continent and 
eventually settle in Spain. And who is to say that those same ancestral lines don’t go back 
to the Arab World through Tarik bin Ziyad, the berber soldier who successfully 
conquered the Spanish peninsula under the crescent flag. And finally who is to say that 
my ancestry did not extend further to the African continent first through the Arabic slave 
trade and then through the subsequent migration from the hinterland to the Southern tip. 
After all have not the palentologists of the University of Witwatersrand demonstrated that 
Southern Africa is the cradle of all human civilization.      
 
None of this may be true, but then some of it may. I cannot be very sure of my ancestral 
lines, but I can at least be sure of the influences that shaped my life and my outlook. Born 
into a small merchant family in the provincial capital, Pietermaritzburg, a town more 
noted for the facts that Mahatma Gandhi was thrown off a train here and Nelson Mandela 
was arrested nearby while on the run in 1961, I grew up in a fairly secure but segregated 
environment. Both this security and segregation were victims of the 1980 students 
boycotts. The boycotts had a tremendous influence on my life, shattering my naive view 
of the world, and propelling me on path that introduced me to the other side of South 
African life, its repression, and its oppression and exploitation of, in particular, the 
African majority. 
 
                                                 
1  See H.F. Heese, 1984, Groep Sonder Grense (Die rol en status van die gemengde bevoling aan die kaap 
1652-1795),  Belville: Wes-Kaaplandse Instituut vir Historiese Navorsing. The study had hilarious 
consequences. It created a political furor in the National Legislature when a cheeky member of parliament 
requested that the leader of the Conservative Party refrain from making derogatory comments about other 
racial groups since the ancestors of members of his own party “may be slaves from Bengal and India”. 
Sunday Times, February 24, 1985. And subsequently 16 Afrikaners threatened the editor of the Sunday 
Times with legal action if he did not refrain from publishing reports on Heese’s research, Sunday Times, 
March 10, 1985. 
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It is interesting that my political home never became the Congress Movement especially 
since it was the dominant political association in Pietermaritzburg. Moreover, my 
family’s association with the Congress Movement goes back some generations. A great 
grandfather, Dada Osman, was a prominent member of the Natal Indian Congress, and 
family rumour has it that Gandhi’s travels to South Africa originated as a result of him 
coming to legally represent one of my grandfathers against another for some property 
deal that went sour.2 Yet it was not the Congress that influenced my political life. In fact, 
it was the Non-European Unity Movement, a group hostile to Gandhi and his legacy in 
Southern Africa. The NEUM arose in the 1940s as a competitor to the African National 
Congress. Arguing that the ANC was prone to collaborationist tendencies with the 
regime, they pioneered the practice of non-collaboration. With their base mainly among 
teachers in the Western Cape and some peasants in the Pondoland region of the Transkei, 
the NEUM posed a challenge to Congress for a time in the 1940s and 1950s.3 But 
because of its aversion to mass mobilization and its alienation from engagement, largely 
as a result of its non-collaborationist stance, the movement soon went into decline. In any 
case, it was this movement, or at least its descendant, the New Unity Movement, in 
whose ranks I was recruited to in the mid-1980s. 
 
In retrospect it is not surprising that I found myself in the Unity Movement at this time. 
In the generation that followed Dada Osman, some members of my family including my 
father were attracted to the Unity Movement. And in the early 1980s when I was just 
becoming politically aware, the Unity Movement had begun re-organising in 
Pietermaritzburg, largely as a result of Kadr Essack who had just been released from 
Robben Island in 1980 after spending ten years for sabotage and treason. But it was not to 
last. The Unity Movement’s lack of political pragmatism, and its continued aversion to 
mass engagement, alienated the restless political spirit of my teenage years, and I was 
soon expelled from the organization for participating in other political collectives. 
 
In the years that followed, I first flirted with the workerists in the union movement and 
then settled for a while in the Workers Organisation for Socialist Action (WOSA). Led 
and inspired by Neville Alexander, WOSA represented an attempt to coalesce the non-
Stalinist left. In reality, however, it involved a mix of black consciousness and Trotskyist 
activists held together by an opposition to what they saw as the collaborationist 
tendencies of the ANC and United Democratic Front (UDF) leadership.4 In the end the 
pragmatism of the Congress leadership carried the day and the democratic transition was 
consummated. And it was to the good of the country. Within a few years WOSA 
disintegrated and its activists moved on. But its prognosis of a truncated transition 

                                                 
2 For a discussion of how Gandhi came to the shores of South Africa, see Maureen Swan, 1985, Gandhi, 
the South African Experience, Johannesburg: Ravan Press, p. 48. 
3 For an overview of the NEUM and it’s political programme, see either Rob Davies, Dan O’ Meara and 
Sipho Dlamini, 1984. The Struggle for South Africa: A Reference Guide, vol 2, pp  310-314, or Thomas 
Karis and Gwendolen Carter (eds), 1987, From Protest to Challenge: A Documentary History of African 
Politics in South Africa 1882-1964, Stanford University: Hoover Institution, pp 107-120.  
4 See, for instance, Martin Murray, 1994, The Revolution Referred, London: Version , pp 132-138.  For a 
more comprehensive view of what WOSA stood for, see Alex Callinicos’ review of the Cape Action 
League in Alex Callinicos, 1998, South Africa: Between Reform and Revolution, London: Bookmarks,  pp 
113-120. 
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continues to haunt us daily as the structural defects of our society play themselves out to 
create an enormous underclass submerged in the most horrendous of living conditions.  
  
This organisational excursion might be interpreted by some as the product of political 
fickleness. But I would prefer to see it as a necessary migration through a series of 
political schools, which is in effect what they were. The organizations and the mass 
struggles they deployed me in inspired an intellectual excursion that began with the 
readings of Iby Tabata and Ben Kies, through to the voluminous writings of Marx, 
Engels, Gramsci, Luxemburg and Trotsky, and then finally a return home to the works of 
Fanon, Biko, Lembede, and Moses Kotane. Couple these with the more academic 
readings that were made mandatory by my undergraduate and graduate studies, and I can 
truly say that my intellectual journey, which is ongoing, spans the ideological divide. My 
political, organizational, and intellectual excursions also fostered a cultural interaction. 
On a daily basis I met, interacted, and worked with individuals across national 
boundaries, from all racial and ethnic groups, and a diverse set of religious and class 
backgrounds. As a result, my comrades, friends, acquaintances, and dare I even say 
lovers come from places as far apart as Sandton and Cala, Resevoir Hills and Manhattan, 
Edendale and Bishop Lavis. They come from ideological backgrounds as diverse as the 
Congress and Black Consciousness, Trotskyism and Stalinism, religious fundamentalism 
and agnosticism. These intellectual and cultural experiences moulded me in profound 
ways, ways in which I am only now beginning to understand. In particular they 
transformed the particularistic identities of my youth into the universalistic identities of 
my adult life. These became so ingrained that even, as in the last few years, when I began 
to cast around for a spiritual dimension to my life and returned to the world of Islam, this 
universalistic identity could not be eroded. I still recognize the multiple routes to 
spiritualism, the oneness of humanity, and the beauty in diversity. I still see myself  
primarily as a South African human being.  
 
Why, then, this autobiographical sketch? I have not done it for egotistical reasons. Rather 
the autobiographical description is a means to demonstrate the universalistic dimensions 
to my South African identity. My Indian ancestry (at least the part I know about), my 
Marxist, Africanist, and more recently social democratic ideological predispositions, my 
Islamic religion, none of this takes away from my South Africanness. Indeed, it is what 
defines it. For no identity is self enclosed, let alone a national identity. National identities 
are by their very definition always holistic, incorporating other more particularistic 
identities.5 They are after all, in Benedict Anderson’s memorable phase, “imagined 
communities”.6 Moreover, they are always defined by the intellectual and cultural 
influences from other national and geographic contexts, even though this is often ignored 
by the myth-makers of the nation. The egalitarian traditions of Chinese culture are as 
much determined by the German philosopher, Karl Marx, as they are by Confucianism. 

                                                 
5 Gerhard Mare, for instance, describes nationalism as a “supra-ethnic collectivity- that which binds people 
together who would otherwise find their greatest sense of belonging in ethnic groups, religious groups, 
productive units, and so on”. Gerhard Mare, 1992, Brothers Born of Warrior Blood: Politics and Ethnicity 
in South Africa, Johannesburg, Ravan Press,  p. 43.  
6 Benedict Anderson, 1983, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 
London: Verso. 
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And the more egalitarian elements of our own African traditions are as much defined by 
the Latin American Che Guevara’s socialist nationalism as they are by Nyerere’s Ujamaa 
or the more generalized continental commitment to Ubuntu7. 
 
But if national identities are determined by universal influences, what is it that gives them 
their national character? Put another way, if South Africaness is constituted by a 
particular collection of intellectual and cultural influences both within and outside our 
borders, what is it that makes it South African? The answer is human agency. It is 
individual choice that defines one’s national identity. As Mahmood Mamdani reflects: 
“political communities are defined, in the final analysis, not by a common past but by a 
resolve to forge a common future under a single political roof, regardless of how different 
or similar their pasts may be”.8 It is my choice and consciousness that defines me as a 
South African. I am South African because I want to be South African. I live here and see 
this as my home. I describe myself as South African to the outside world by carrying this 
country’s passport and holding its citizenship. If this is the case, why am I constantly 
described as something else? Everyday, I am defined as Indian by others, not only by 
antagonists but by friends as well. Yet I do not aspire to Indian citizenship, do not speak 
an Indian language, and have never even been to the sub-continent. Is my labeling with a 
particularistic tag an isolated case, or is it a more widespread phenomenon?  
 
Anyone with even a rudimentary knowledge of South Africa would recognize that racism 
is an everyday reality for most of its citizens. It intrudes in their workplace, in their public 
and private lives, and even now determines their access to opportunities in the society. 
Most black South Africans are the victims of this scourge. But there are victims among 
other racial groups as well. The big question, however, is whether this racism is a product 
of the intrusion of the past into the present, or is it and the increasing prominence given to 
race also facilitated by the forces of the new political order? If it is simply the former, 
then, the problem is a temporary one and our immediate task is to identify, monitor, 
contain and prosecute the perpetrators of racism. But if the victims of apartheid are 
themselves now involved in the increasing prominence given to race, then the problem is 
likely to be a more intractable and long-lasting one. If this is indeed the case, it is 
important to understand why the victims of apartheid and activists of the anti-racist 
struggle are asserting race? What are the likely implications of this? And is there an 
alternative to this state of affairs? These questions are the focus of my reflections in this 
essay. Before I proceed, however, I need to make two cautionary preliminary comments. 
 

                                                 
7 Doreen Massey, the well known geographer says, “what gives a place its specificity is not some long 
internalized history but the fact that it is constructed out of a particular constellation of relations, articulated 
together at a particular locus…Instead the of thinking of places as areas with boundaries around, they can 
be imagined as articulated moments in networks of social relations and understandings. And this in turn 
allows a sense of place which is extra-verted which includes a consciousness of its links with the wider 
world, which integrates in a positive way the global and the local”. D. Massey, 1993, ‘Power Geometry and  
progressive sense of place, in J.Bird, B Curtis, T. Putnam, G. Robertson, and L. Tickner (eds) Mapping the 
Futures: local cultures, global change, London and New York: Routledge, pp 59-69.   
8  Mahmood Mamdani, 2001, “Beyond Settler and Native as Political Identities: Overcoming the Political 
Legacy of Colonialism”, Comparative Studies in Society and History,  vol. 43,  issue 4,  p. 661. 
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First, I recognize the necessity of redress. For over three hundred and fifty years black 
people, and the African majority in particular, have been subjected to the most 
humiliating forms of oppression and exploitation. They have been deliberately 
marginalized and disempowered as a group. As a result there is no even playing field in 
South Africa. To leave access or competition at the social, economic and political levels 
to the market would simply reproduce the historical disparities of our past. It would in 
effect advantage the beneficiaries of apartheid. This is what advocates for the scrapping 
of affirmative action refuse to recognize.9 And is there any wonder in this for the majority 
of them recognize that they would directly benefit from such an action due to the 
advantages bequeathed to them by historical circumstance. But if affirmative action is 
necessary, does it have to be structured on the basis of race to address our historical 
disparities. Does redress structured on the basis of race not reinforce racial identities and 
aggravate racism? Do we have to live the reality of racism to address it? This is the 
philosophical question that is also the subject of this essay. 
 
Second, I recognize that my family and I have benefited from this new political order. I 
would never have been a professor and the director of a center at the University of Natal 
had this transition not happened. Neither would my wife have had the opportunities at a 
senior corporate career without the pressure for diversity exerted on the corporate world 
by the political leaders of this transition. My children would not have had the educational 
opportunities they now have, nor would they have had the benefits of the resources we 
can now bestow upon them. In a lot of ways this is a critique from someone who has 
actually benefited from the present political order. I am thus open to the charge of 
hypocrisy. The only thing I can say in my defense is that have not heretics historically 
been from the beneficiaries of the status quo? For it is only beneficiaries who have had 
the luxury of resources and time for reflection and critique. And is that not my role as a 
member of the academy? I take this liberty to advance a heresy for I address a people 
who themselves were heretics for many decades. In effect, this essay is a heresy from one 
heretic to others. 
 

*********************** 
 
Some time ago I was invited to the University of Pretoria to participate in a debate with 
Xolela Mangcu, the Director of the Steve Biko Foundation, on why race (and ethnic) 
relations seemed to be more contentious as the transition progressed. My argument 
focused on the role of elites and the effects of our macro-economic policy.10 During 
question time, a member of the audience expressed reservations about my criticism of 
aspects of our democratic transition and attributed my views to the fact that I was 
“Indian”. I protested both at my classification as “Indian” and the attribution of my views 
to the pigmentation of my skin. I informed him that I was fourth generation South 
African, had never been to India, and did not even speak an Indian language. And I 
stated, as I do in the introduction to this essay, that even if my ancestry lay in India some 
five generations ago, who was to say that this lineage did not extend further to Mongolia 

                                                 
9 For a recent example of this, see Tony Loon, 2003, ‘Africans who would close ranks are following in 
Verwoed’s footsteps’, Sunday Times, 3 August 2002. 
10 Adam Habib, 2002, ‘Elites and South African Racial Quagmire’, Mail & Guardian, 24 December 2002. 
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or England a few generations earlier, or even to the Spanish peninsula and the African 
continent a couple of centuries before that. I was, I claimed, a child of humanity, a 
product of its great and its deplorable moments, a creation as much of its technological 
feats and its love stories as of its horrendous wars and its exploitative atrocities. My 
response was well received, but I ended the meeting uneasy. I got the distinct feeling that 
for a significant proportion of the audience, across all racial groups, my words had no 
effect. I was “Indian” and that is what defined me.    
 
If this had been an isolated case, I would not be worried. But it is not. A colleague of 
mine Jonathan Jansen, the Dean of the Faculty of Education at the University of Pretoria, 
recently appeared on radio as a guest on a talk show programme. Responses to his 
remarks were largely influenced by the fact that the audience thought he was a white 
Afrikaner. Only when they were informed that he was a black person did the audience 
respond more positively to him. And, then there is the celebrated case of Jeremy Cronin 
and the racist diatribe he was subjected to by follow-NEC member Dumisane Makhaye 
with the implicit sanction of the ANC leadership.11 If somebody with the political 
credentials of Jeremy Cronin can be subjected to racial charges, who can be exempt? Add 
these cases to the Mbongeni Ngema’s song, the killing of farmers, the murder of farm 
workers, the taunting and torture of black prisoners by white policemen, and the daily 
columns in national newspapers by one or two black columnists tarring critics and 
investigative journalists with the brush of racism, and one has to ask what is going on? 
How is it that an anti-racist struggle with a non-racial goal can culminate in these kinds of 
developments? Why is race and ethnicity more politicized in 2002 than in 1994? Why do 
race relations tend to be more tense eight years after than at the dawn of the transition? 
 
It must be borne in mind that race plays itself out very differently now than it did under 
Apartheid. It the latter case, the racial project was largely advanced by the white regime 
and it allies. In the liberation movement, this racial project was challenged, and the logic 
of opposition ensured, particularly in the 1980s, that a counter project of non-racialism 
was advanced in its place. In the contemporary period, however, the promulgators of 
apartheid are on the defensive. Very few actors would even admit support for the 
apartheid program. Now the racial project is advanced by the leadership of the very 
victims of apartheid. Of course the motivations of the two projects are very different. 
Under apartheid, the racial project was designed to advance one racial group and subdue 
another. In the post-apartheid period, the racial project has a redress character designed to 
address the historical disparities bequeathed by Apartheid. Both projects, nevertheless, 
were predicated on race, thereby resulting in racialised outcomes.  
 
How then to explain the racial tensions of the contemporary era in South Africa? I 
believe two factors, one direct, and the other indirect, account for this state of affairs. The 
direct influence on racial tensions is the racialized character of our redress project. The 
post-apartheid regime’s transformation agenda, encapsulated in its programmes and 
policies, is largely predicated on race. Transformation, in all sectors, from education and 

                                                 
11 For a discussion of this episode and its implications for the politics of the Tripartite Alliance, see Roger 
Southall,  2003, ‘State of the Political Parties’, in John Daniel, Adam Habib, and Roger Southall (eds) State 
of the Nation 2003-2004, Cape Town: HSRC Press. 
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health to the economy, is defined in racial terms. Black people, defined in the legislation 
as African, Coloured and Indian, are affirmed and given preference with regards to access 
to infrastructure and resources. Black empowerment legislation and programmes are 
intended to diversify the ownership, managerial, staff, and stakeholder profiles of South 
African corporates so that it begins to reflect the demographic realities of our society. 
Higher education policy is designed to increase the intake and employment of black 
students and staff respectively. Welfare policy has as its explicit aim the inclusion of 
black persons in its beneficiary universe and the equalization of grants and services 
across the racial groups. In sector after sector, the advancement of black interests has 
become the primary aim of transformative legislation. In effect, the post-apartheid 
regime’s transformative project seems to be premised on the maxim that one has to live 
race in order to address its consequences. 
 
The net effect has been to continue to racialize citizens’ relationships with the state and 
each other. This has happened in both affirmative and negative ways. Affirmative in the 
sense that citizens are able to wrest resources and privileges from the state and other 
institutional actors on the grounds they belong to a racial group that was previously 
disadvantaged. Black students, defined as African, Coloured and Indian, are thus granted 
preferential access to the nation’s universities and technikons. Black employees are 
preferenced in hiring practices and promotional regulations in the public and private 
sectors. And, most of all, black businessmen and women have been given a leg up in their 
engagements with the market through both state loans on preferential terms and 
legislative diversity targets for particular sectors of the economy. This has in effect 
amounted to transforming a black pigmentation into a valuable commodity. The status of 
‘historically disadvantaged’ has become a bargaining chip, a resource that enables one to 
compete effectively in a market environment. 
 
But citizens racialised interactions have also taken negative forms. Some White, Indian 
and Coloured citizens have perceived the redress project as unfair discrimination, and this 
in part accounts for the significant increase in emigration.12 Of course one could respond 
by describing this as mere hypocrisy. After all many of these same critics were 
themselves the beneficiaries of Apartheid’s affirmative action programme. But this 
speaks to only one side of the story. For instance, young white adults cannot be classified 
in the same category as their parents. They were not the architects of Apartheid. They, 
like others, may have had cumulative advantage as a result of inheritance and other 
benefits arising from their parents socio-economic circumstances. But they cannot be 
held responsible for the atrocities of our past. Should they, then, be the victims of a 
redress policy that seeks to undo the wrongs of this same past? Young white adults do 
perceive themselves as being discriminated against. Yet, as is so often the case, 
perception is not necessarily reality. Studies tracking employment trends have repeatedly 

                                                 
12 While Statistics South Africa estimates that some 12000 citizens emigrated since 1994, an independent 
research agency puts the figure at 24 952.  See Business Day, 8 August 2003.  Other estimates are even 
higher. Johann van Rooyen who recently authored a book on the subject suggests that 400 000 people left 
the country between 1985 and 1996, and a further 18000 to 27000 have left per anum since then. Johann 
van Rooyen, 2001, The New Great Trek: The Story of South Africa’s White Exodus, Pretoria: Unisa Press.  
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found that the bulk of jobs in the South African economy is taken up by white citizens.13 
This should not be surprising. After all, Apartheid ensured that both skills and networks, 
the latter being the primary recruitment ground for the private sector, are 
disproportionately located within the White community. Nevertheless, the perception 
among young White adults that they are being discriminated against should be a concern 
not only because of the loss of valuable skills to the nation, but also for remaining 
consistent to the central theme of the Freedom Charter, which asserts that South Africa 
belongs to all who live in it. 
 
The racialised character of the redress project has also led to tensions within the black 
population, and in particular between citizens of African, Coloured and Indian ancestry. 
Redress is officially directed primarily at the black population which is legislatively 
defined according to the original Black Consciousness definition of the term, inclusive of 
African, Coloureds and Indians. Soon after 1994, however, tensions emerged around the 
equal status assumed by the legislation between these social groups. Some within the 
African community, for instance, felt that the inclusion of Indians within the affirmed 
group enabled these citizens to unfairly monopolise the openings afforded by the redress 
project. Ethnic entrepreneurs within the Indian community lashed black claiming that 
“Indians” are once again the target of discrimination.14 The debate, which played itself 
out in the pages of the national newspapers and other public forums, became 
acrimonious, polarizing the political environment and shattering the fragile, tenuous unity 
of the first years of the Mandela presidency. 
 
No solutions can of course be found so long as we remain within the paradigmatic 
confines of the ethnic and cultural entrepreneurs and chauvinists. This is because these 
are individuals who benefit from advancing and marketing particularistic ethnic and 
racial identities, and aspire to serve as representatives of such communities, to the 
exclusion of others. Indeed, there is an urgent necessity to withdraw the debate out of 
their hands lest they plunge us into an abyss of ethnic strife and cyclical political 
violence. But if this debate is to be a healing and constructive one, it requires 
progressives and nation-builders to confront the issues honestly and transparently. I 
believe this debate needs to be founded on two explicit planks. First, a realization that not 
all persons of Indian ancestry have benefited socio-economically from the post-apartheid 
political dispensation. Indeed, it is as hard to argue that an unemployed single mum in the 
middle of Bayview in Chatsworth, Durban, who has been laid off from one of the textile 
factories in Clairwood is a beneficiary of this transition as it is to maintain the same for a 
person in similar circumstances who lives in Mpumalanga in Hammersdale.15 Second, it 
has to be recognized that the upper, upper-middle, middle, and organized working classes 
of the Indian community have benefited disproportionately to their size from the socio-
                                                 
13 See Percy Moleka, 2003 (forthcoming), “The South African Graduate Labour Market, 1990-1998”, 
report of the Human Science Research Council, Cape Town: HSRC Publishers.  
14 The Mbongeni Ngema saga in 2002 merely brought to fore in the public domain tensions that had been 
latent for a number of years. This episode involved Ngema authoring a racist song targeting South Africans 
of Indian ancestry and accusing them of oppressing and exploiting their African counterparts. See Sunday 
Times, 26 May 2002.  
15 For a discussion of the socio-economic conditions of marginalized communities and their struggles, see 
Ashwin Desai, 2002, The Poors of South Africa, New York: Monthly Review Press. 
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economic possibilities created by this transition. Again, this is easily explicable. 
Apartheid disaggregated the black community into African, Coloured , and Indian, 
providing each with differential access to infrastructure and resources. The result is a 
gradation of disadvantage with Africans the most prejudiced and Indians the more well 
resourced from among the three social groups. Citizens of Indian ancestry were thus 
better placed to capitalize on the opportunities facilitated by the democratic transition.  
 
The case of the Indian merchant class proves this point best. The increasing wealth of 
Indian businessmen and their expansion into the industrial and service related sectors of 
the economy in the 1990s has been noted by many a commentator. Often this ‘success 
story’ is attributed to the entrepeneural spirit of this community and their linkages with 
the Indian diaspora which enabled the transfer of financial resources to make this 
corporate expansion possible16. But can these factors really account for the incredible 
success of Indian businessmen? I believe not. If these are factors to be taken into 
consideration, then, they are minor ones. A more comprehensive explanation of the 
success of the Indian businessmen lies in an understanding of their socio-economic 
location in the apartheid political dispensation, and how this enabled them to mobilize 
resources that served as a springboard for their phenomenal expansion in the 1990s. 
 
Apartheid, it must be remembered, confined the Indian merchant class to the role of petty 
trader. When the system of General Sales Tax (GST) was introduced, it was the retailer 
that was required to charge the tax and forward it to the Revenue Service. However, 
given the administrative weaknesses in the tax system, retailers often charged the tax but 
did not forward it to the relevant authorities. The result was that retailers, and in 
particular Indian traders, accumulated a fair share of undeclared income, commonly 
known as ooplang . Some of this was spent on lifestyle changes, but the bulk was simply 
accumulated awaiting the appropriate opportunity. When this presented itself in the 
1990s, Indian traders rehabilitated this capital, sometimes through the bribery of officials, 
and used it to leverage further resources to fund their expansion in the industrialized and 
service sectors of the economy. This ooplang, coupled with the fact that the establishment 
of the Tricameral Parliament ensured that state contractual opportunities opened up some 
ten years earlier for Indian traders than it did for African entrepreneurs, accounts for why 
this sector of the population has been so successful in black economic empowerment 
opportunities. 
 
African entrepreneurs and others recognize that these historical factors advantaged Indian 
businessmen vis-à-vis others within the black community. Refusal to recognize this 
relatively advantaged status simply thrusts one into the camp of ethnic chauvinists in the 
Indian community.  Similarly, refusal to recognize the disadvantaged status of poor 
people of Indian ancestry thrusts one into the camps of ethnic chauvinists of other 
communities. The answer is not to choose between the different camps of ethnic 
chauvinists. Rather it is to transcend ethnic chauvinism, recognize the need for redress, 
and undertake the latter without re-living race.  

                                                 
16 The most sophisticated account of this is Keith Hart and Vishnu Padayachee, 2002, ‘Indian Business in 
South Africa after Apartheid: New and Old Trajectories’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol 
42, issue 4. 
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The second factor contributing to the current politicization of race is our macro-economic 
policy. The fundamental compromise of our transition was not, as many believe, in the 
political sphere, but in the economic. Confronted by the overwhelming power of 
corporate capital, largely the result of global developments (collapse of the Soviet Union, 
mobility of capital as a result of the technological revolution), the political elites in our 
society struck a deal to abide not only by a market economy, but also by neoclassical 
economic policy prescriptions. This involved a commitment to privatization, 
deregulation, trade and currency liberalisation, low inflation and fiscal deficits, labour 
market flexibility, and a shrinking state. Most of the policy prescriptions were 
implemented from 1994, although they were only formally codified as state policy in 
1996 when government abandoned the Reconstruction and Development Programme 
(RDP) in favour of the Growth, Employment, and Redistribution Strategy (GEAR).17 
 
There was a cost, of course, for this policy compliance. The quid pro quo was capital’s 
acceptance of black economic empowerment. A carrot and stick approach was adopted in 
this regard. In the initial years, foreign and domestic businesses were merely encouraged 
to take on both black managers and partners. In subsequent years government made it 
mandatory for companies receiving state contracts or competing for tenders to have black 
partners or enter into consortiums with black companies. And now, government has 
established black ownership targets for the mining industry, and more are to follow for 
other sectors of the economy.18 
 
The effect of this simultaneous coupling of neo-liberal economics with black economic 
empowerment has been dramatic. Recent studies have demonstrated that the size of the 
African component in the richest income decile rose from 9 percent in 1991 to 22 percent 
in 1996.19 But the racial profile of poorest has remained black, leading many 
commentators to conclude that the present economic dispensation benefits only a tiny 
elite within the African population. Unemployment stands at 36 percent for the overall 
population and at 52 percent for African females. Poverty is pervasive and according to a 
recent committee of enquiry for the Department of Social Welfare, stands at an 
astounding 45 to 55 percent. About ten percent of African people are malnourished and at 
least 25 percent of African children are stunted.20 And the problem is getting worse. A 
recent study on poverty in South Africa concludes, on the basis of a comparison between 
employment data of the 1996 and 1999 October Household surveys, that the rate of 
unemployment has increased from 34 percent to 36 percent in this period.  The data 
further showed that whereas 32 percent of African households had no breadwinner in 
1995, this figure had increased to 38 percent by 1999.21 The level of inequality is also 

                                                 
17 For a critical review of the ANC’s macro-economic policy, see Adam Habib and Vishnu Padayachee, 
2000, ‘Economic Policy and Power Relations in South Africa’s Transition to Democracy’, World 
Development, vol.28, no. 2. 
18 Sunday Times, 23 June 2002, 10 November 2002, 6 July 2003. 
19 Report of the Committee of Inquiry into a Comprehensive System of Social Security for South Africa 
(2002) Transforming the Present- Protecting the Future. Pretoria: Department of Social Development, p17 
20 Ibid, pp 225-276. 
21 David Everatt, 2003, “The politics of poverty on South Africa”, in David Everatt and Vincent Maphai 
(eds), The (real) State of the Nation, Johannesburg: Interfund. 
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getting worse. South Africa has always been one of the most unequal societies in the 
world, and the incoming ANC government in 1994 committed itself to addressing this 
problem. Yet despite the post-apartheid regime’s rhetorical commitment to redistribution, 
the Gini coefficient continued to rise throughout the ANC’s first two terms of office. The 
predicament of the losers in this transition is perhaps most graphically captured in the 
words of Emma Makhaza in the poverty hearings hosted by the South African Human 
Rights Commision, NGO Coalition, and the Commission on Gender Equality: 
 

I am having seven children and nothing to depend 
on. I am making bricks and sometimes it rains 
and then I can’t do it. And I collect food and 
take it to people. I fetch wood and collect cans 
of cold drink and sell them. When I am without 
food then I go next door and if they don’t have 
then the children will have empty stomachs and I 
cry. Yesterday I left with my children fast 
asleep because they will ask me what we are 
going to eat. I am very thin because when I 
bought a bucket of mielie meal, I won’t eat at 
all if I am thinking of the children. They say: 
Mum you are going to die (The Peoples Voices, 
1998: 17)22. 

  
In a lot of ways the coupling of neo-liberal economics with black economic 
empowerment represents a deal to deracialise the apex of the class structure, while 
leaving the other levels largely untransformed.23 The result is a polarization of the social 
and political environment. A shrinking economic pie for the poor means access to a job is 
a life and death matter. Moreover, the neo-liberal model of accumulation has effectively 
pitted the poor of all racial groups against each other. This is the only way to understand 
the “Indian” and “Coloured” vote. Conventional academic and journalistic analyses 
suggest both the “Indian” and “Coloured” communities as homogenous groups voted 
against the ANC. This is simply not true. Careful analyses of the results in the last few 
elections would indicate that there is a clear class divide in the electoral vote of these 
communities. Richer sectors of these communities voted for the ANC, while the poorer 
sections voted for the DA, NNP or other parties to the right of the ANC.24 Again, this is 
perfectly understandable. These poorer sections of the minority racial groups are the most 
vulnerable to affirmative action. In an environment where skills are scarce, the unskilled 
are the most vulnerable. Let me be clear lest I be misunderstood. The problem is not 
merely the racially based redress policy. It is its application in a neo-liberal economic 
environment, for this effectively forces us to make choices between different sections of 
the poor. It robs the poor to benefit the poor. Should we, then, be surprised at the 
volatility in race relations in contemporary South Africa?  
 

                                                 
22The People’s Voices, 1998, Report of the Poverty Hearings, hosted by the South African NGO 
Conciliation, South African Human Rights Commission, and the Commission on Gender Equality, p.17 
23 See Adam Habib, John Daniel and Roger Southall, 2003, ‘Introduction: The State of the Nation 2003-
2004, John Daniel, Adam Habib and Roger Southall (eds), The State of the Nation 2003-2004, Cape Town: 
HSRC Press.  
24 See Adam Habib and Sanusha Naidoo, 1999, ‘Election ’99: Was there a ‘Coloured’ and ‘Indian’ vote?’, 
Politikon, vol 26, no 2. 
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Let me use another example to illustrate this point. The most serious weakness of the 
Mandela presidency was its attempt at reconciliation simultaneous with a neo-liberal 
economic experiment. The two projects pulled in diametrically opposite directions. The 
one tried to bring different sections of our society together. The other polarized our 
society by accelerating economic inequalities and marginalising large sections of the 
population. Is it much wonder, then, that large sections of the African population felt that 
there was too much appeasement of minority concerns and too little recognition of the 
plight of the victims of apartheid? Again the net effect was the continued politicization of 
race.  
 
The conundrum we confront is perhaps best captured by a conversation I had with a 
colleague some months ago. She had served on a government commission mandated with 
investigating the most appropriate policy for one or other welfare measure. At the outset, 
she was informed by a senior cabinet minister that her recommendations must be 
developed within the framework of government’s existing resources, itself constrained by 
the targets established by the GEAR programme. Confronted with the choice of walking 
out or making the best of a worse situation, she and others chose the latter route. The 
result was a policy in which an existing set of resources directed at a minority of the 
population was redistributed among all. The positive side of this decision is that it 
provided the African majority with equal access to the state’s welfare system. The 
negative side is that it came at the cost of the poor among the White, Coloured, and 
Indian communities. Is this the essence of our transition? Is our transformation about 
taking from one set of the poor and giving it to an even more under-resourced category of 
the poor? Is our transition about non-racialising poverty, or is it about getting rid of this 
scourge? And, if it is the latter, should our political programme not be directed at 
achieving non-racialism through the redistribution of the systemic resources available in 
South Africa? 
 

*********************** 
 
Now, where do we go from here? Is there an alternative to this state of affairs? Before I 
address this, however, some comment must be made about the glamorisation of racial 
identities by black politicians, activists and intellectuals, most of whom have impeccable 
anti-apartheid credentials. In the new ideology of this elite, socially constructed racial 
identities constitute the cultural blocs on which society is configured.25 The reassertion of 
racial identities and the establishment of ‘racial cultural’ spaces is seen as necessary 
because the legacy of institutionalized racism is not merely a result of material inequality, 
but also, it is believed,  a product of an invisible cultural norm that promotes ‘whiteness’.  
The problem with this argument is that it detaches ‘cultural’ inequalities from their 
material dimensions.  Both forms of inequalities can only truly be addressed by 
transforming the existing social configurations of power, itself largely defined by the 
skewed distribution of resources within society. Moreover, as has been demonstrated 

                                                 
25 For one of the more sophisticated expositions of this view, see Xolela Mangcu, 2001, ‘Liberating Race 
from Apartheid, Transformation, p. 47. 
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above, such racial reassertion has merely enabled the affirmation of an elite within the 
disadvantaged groups.26  
 
Finally, I believe the reassertion of racial identities is a dangerous phenomenon. It will 
come the haunt this elite because it legitimizes all kinds of ethnic entrepreneurs who will 
begin the play the ethnic card when they don’t get their own way.  We would do well to 
heed the warning of Mahmood Mamdani who, in an article published a few years ago, 
explained the systemic logic of Africa’s slippery slide to a fractitious and politically 
divided continent. Mamdani suggested that the real crime of colonialism was to politicize 
indigeneity by granting civic rights to non-natives, and denying these to natives who were 
compelled to live under customary rule. Mainstream nationalism continued this colonial 
tradition but subverted it, tying entitlements to indigeneity. This led to a political cul-de-
sac since it involved the continuous political disenfranchisement of yesterday’s 
immigrants even though they were the product of what he termed ‘the dynamism of the 
commodity economy’. The result, as has been noted, was the politicization of ethnicity 
and political strife. Mamdani’s solution: to challenge the automatic link between 
indigeneity on the one hand, and political identity and rights on the other.27 
 
So, if multi-racialism and multi-culturalism is not the answer, what then is? Clearly, the 
abandonment of the redress project is not an option since it would simply disable the state 
from effecting its obligation to address the historical disparities of the past. The 
alternative would seem to lie in reconceptualising the redress project in a way that 
addresses the historical disparities that are structured along racial lines without using race 
as the criteria for public action and public policy. How to do this? We could learn a 
lesson in this regard from initiatives currently underway at the University of California 
and other public colleges in the United States.  These institutions, confronted with, and 
sometimes advocates of, state legislation banning affirmative action, have begun to 
investigate and implement ‘racial neutral’ criteria that will facilitate diversity and benefit 
the materially disadvantaged.28  Similarly readdress programs are underway in the United 
Kingdom with the aim of getting poor youngsters into universities.29 These redress 
projects, ironically inspired by the successors of the Right in the United States and United 
Kingdom, involve policy experimentation with the aim of achieving empowerment 
conceptualized along class lines. Would such a redress programme not be the answer to 
our own South African dilemma?.30 Apartheid and the segregation that preceded it, 
                                                 
26 Khehla Shubane warned us of the dangers of this as early as 1992 when he argued that it is “absurd to 
extend benefits of affirmative action to black high achievers such as UCT’s deputy vice-chancellor 
Mampele Ramphele or Telkom Chair and advocate Dikgang Moseneke – to name a few – simply because 
they are black”. Khehle Shubane, 1995, “The Wrong Cure: Affirmative Action and South Africa’s Search 
for Racial Equality”, Policy, Issues and Actors, vol. 8,  no. 4, Johannesburg: Centre for Policy Studies, p. 
16. 
27  See Mahmood Mamdani, 2001, op cit. 
28 See ‘Overview: The Issue at a Glance’, in Public Agenda Online-Race, June 4, 2003, in 
www.publicagendaorg/issues/frontdoor.cfm?issue-type=race. 
29 See The Economist, March 8, 2003, p.16. 
30 Both Nicoli Mattress, in a minority dissenting report to the Labour Market Commission, and Kanya 
Adams believe so.  See South Africa, 1996, “Report of the Presidential Commission to Investigate Labour 
Market Policy”, Cape Town: Government Printer and Kanya Adams, 2000, The Colour of Business: 
Managing Diversity in South Africa, Switzerland, P. Schlettwein Publishing, pp 167-180.  



 14 

bequeathed to South Africa a class structure that is largely racially defined. This overlap 
between race and class categories allows for a situation where a redress strategy with 
class objectives at its core would in substance have the effect of mediating historical 
racial disparities. And, it would do so without reinforcing racial identities and 
aggravating racism. 
 
Reconceptualising the redress project would not on its own, however, counter the racial 
polarization of our society. A review of our macroeconomic policy is also necessary. 
After all, it needs to be borne in mind that the politics of non-racialism can never be built 
in an environment of economic scarcity. For a non-racial political project to make 
progress, South Africa would require a class structured redress project to be coupled with 
an alternative social-democratic macro-economic strategy. Such a strategy would have to 
be comprised off a number of the policy planks of a traditional Keynsian economic 
programme including among others, increased social expenditure, significant regulation 
of the markets and capital, and an industrial policy directed at facilitating both 
employment and a decent standard of living.31 
 
Is a class structured redress policy and a social democratic economic strategy on the 
horizon? I believe not. Elsewhere I have argued that the political choices and 
compromises on which our transition is founded is largely the result of a particular 
configuration of social forces in our society. In a lot of ways the existing racially based 
redress project and the neo-liberal macro-economic policy is a manifestation of the 
imbalance of power in our society.32 One of the factors informing this imbalance is that 
the electoral vote can be taken for granted. The ANC knows that the electorate has 
nowhere else to go, and there is, as a result, no incentive for them to make concessions to 
this electorate. This is why it is so necessary to support initiatives aimed at establishing 
an opposition party to the left of the ANC, and new social movements. Not necessarily 
because you support their goals or ideological orientation, but more because their 
presence addresses this imbalance of power in our society.33 And only when this 
imbalance is addressed, will alternative policy options become feasible. To put it more 
abstractly, unless the political will and institutional space emerges for a reconfiguration 
of social forces in our society, we are unlikely to realize a sustainable project that will 
address poverty, development, and racial polarization. 
 
A few weeks ago I spent the Easter weekend with my family in the coastal resort town of 
Knysna in the Eastern Cape. We lived in a resort on the Knysna lagoon, an amazing place 
in particular for kids, because during the day, for some five to six hours, the water 
receded allowing one to walk to the center of the lagoon. In any case, on one of the days 

                                                 
31 See Macro Economic Research Group, 1993, Making Democracy Work: A Framework for 
Macroeconomic Policy in South Africa, Bellville: Centre for Development Studies, and Jonathan Michie 
and Vishnu Padayachee, 1997, The Political Economy of South Africa’s Transition: Policy Perspectives in 
the Late 1990’s, London: Dryden Press. 
32 Adam Habib and Vishnu Padayachee, 2000,  ‘Economic Policy and Power Relations in South Africa’s 
Transition to Democracy’, in World Development, vol. 28, no.2. 
33 See Adam Habib and Rupert Taylor, 2001, ‘Political Alliances and Parliamentary Opposition in Post-
Apartheid South Africa’, Democratization, vol. 8.  no. 1, and Adam Habib, 2003, ‘State-Civil Society 
Relations in South Africa”, in John Daniels, Adam Habib and Roger Southall, op cit. 
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during this low tide, I watched my two boys, Irfan and Zidaan, play with two young girls, 
Hailey and Robin, both of whom were staying with their parents in the resort. I marveled 
at how these kids, between four and seven years old, lived a life beyond race, not 
understanding it and not letting it intrude in their lives. I wondered how long would they 
be able to withstand its intrusions. But most of all I thought about how unfair our 
transformation project would be to these two young innocent girls. If they were to 
compete with my children for access to our nation’s public resources, they would come 
off second best not because of their abilities or anything they did, but simply as a result of 
us having promulgated a transformative project that obliges them to suffer for the sins of 
their parents. After all this is what racial affirmative action is all about. It makes the 
children pay for the sins of their parents.  
 
I wondered why could we not have a redress project structured along class lines. In such 
a project, Irfan and Zidaan, Hailey and Robin, all would have to sacrifice for some one 
else in need. I could proudly say to both my boys, and their parents could say to them, 
that a sacrifice of their chocolates today would enable someone else to have a piece of 
bread tomorrow. At least in this case, all the privileged in our society are required to 
make a sacrifice for all of the disadvantaged. These children would learn to live the 
words of that moral conscience of our nation, Archbishop Desmond Tutu:  
 

We belong together. We say in Africa ‘a person is a person through other 
persons’. We are bound together in a delicate network of interdependence. We 
believe in ubuntu – my humanity is caught up in your humanity. Ubuntu speaks of 
generosity, of compassion, of hospitality, of sharing. I am because you are. If I 
dehumanize you then whether I like it or not I am dehumanised.34 

 
*************** 
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34  Archbishop Desmond Tutu, ‘Speech at the William Wilberforce Medal Award Ceremony’, Kingston-
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