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EDITORIAL 

A Cr~t~cal Humanism 
This is the first volume of THE WISER REVIEW, a new publicat ion by 

the Wits Institute for Social and Economic Research IWISERI. 
The tenth anniversary of our democracy has paved the way for a 

range of initiatives - some purely ceremonial or festive. In the midst 
ol the celebrations. debate has also flourished. Much of the debate 
has been inward-looking. 

WISER recent ly hosted a week-tong programme of public lectures 
and symposia. on the theme ol 'The Promise of Freedom and its 
Practice: Global Perspectives on South Alrica·s Decade 
of Democracy·. 

The aim of this programme was to shift lhe locus of debate 
somewhat, and to remind South Africans of the wider, more 
global. significance of their recent history. Indeed. what happens in 
South Africa has always been or interest elsewhere in the world. 

Even at the height of its isolation. South Africa's political history 
was inextricably l inked to global developments. The struggle against 
apartheid was always a global struggle. closely associated with the 
revolutionary ambitions and aspirations ol the left all over the world. 

Apartheid - and in particular. Nelson Mandeta·s incarceration -
became a symbol of global oppression, as much as the liberation 
struggle became an affirmation of the courage to resist . and the 
dream or a world beyond race. 

Similarly, the overthrow of the apartheid regime, achieved w ithout 
the destruction and turbulence of violent revolution. became a global 
· miracle' - reaffirming the values of humanism, the international 
project of human rights, and the idea ol a politics borne of reason, 
justice and reconciliation. 

This volume comprises edited versions of some ol the public 
lectures and other presentations given during the course of WISER's 
week- long programme. One of the striking features of the 
discussion during this week was the sense in which South Africa·s 
experience spoke to some of the fundamental issues ol our times. 
Each of the articles printed here speaks to one or more of t hese 
issues in its own par ticular way. 

A Politics of Hope 
Many or the presentations converged around a shared interest in the 
prospects of a new humanism. 

This is a humanism which breaks with essentialised notions of 
di fference, and builds on a philosophy of critical cosmopolitanism 

Integral to this project is also a politics of hope. This is a politics 
which transcends both the relativism. and - at the other extreme - the 
dogmatic certitude, which remain fashionable in some philosophical 
and political circles. 

It also refuses the new imperial ism which has taken on the mantle 
of international human rights. in the war on terror. 

This new humanism is underpinned too, by the insistence that 
debates about democracy should move beyond simply lhe idea of 
r ights !important as these arel. to engage the question of obligation. In 
a politics of hope. which revives our commitment to human dignity for 
all, we need to grapple with the question: what are the obligations and 
respons ibilities which a democracy requires ol i ts cit izens. as much as 
of its state? 

Spectres of the Past 
A precondit ion for such a politics of hope is deal ing effectively with 
the spectres of the past. South Africa has attempted to do so on 
many fronts, the constitution itself, a myr iad of laws aimed at 

undoing the legacies of oppression and racial ised inequality, 
initiatives of memorialisation. policies designed to empower those 
·previously disadvantaged·, along with the TRC. 

None of these enterprises has been flawless, and each creates new 
sites of contestation. Yet. they remain crucially important in a global 
arena ridden with violent conflict and a search for stable and peaceful 
solutions. They each entail practices of historical acknowledgement -

al many levels and in many different spheres of life. Without these, it 
is surely impossible lo transcend a politics of denial, and linked to 
that. a politics or resen tment and perpetual victimhood. 

ACHILLE MBEMBE AND DEBORAH POSEL 

New Frontiers of Life and Death 
Another precondition of this critic.it humanism is dealing with new 
frontiers of li fe and death. South African democracy offers the 
promise of new life to all - to eradicate the indignities and suffering 
of poverty, ill-health, lack of shelter, and education. Yet this occurs in 
the midst of an unprecedented epidemic of death. 

This pilradox surely poses the most fundamental challenge for 
democracy in South Africa. 

It is also one of the most fundamental conundrums for any 
humanist project globally. because it calls into question the minimum 
entitlements of a human existence. 

The Return of the State 
Notwithstanding current global scepticisms about the role of the 
state. it is the state whteh must play a decisive ro le in the dilemmas 
we have outlined. In a stable democracy which valorises the law. it 
must be the state - disciplined by law - which regulates the decisions 
about who lives and who dies. 

Yet in many places in the world around us. the state has 
surrendered t hat monopoly. wi th often disastrous consequences. 
South Africa·s experience of democratisation reaffirms the 

central ity of the stale in overseeing change change. even in the midst 
of the recent infatuation here with the supposedly ·free market'. 
Embedded in this issue. is a challenge to nee-liberal versions of 
globalisation, as processes which render the ascendancy or the 
market both inevitable and desirable. 

However the more fundamental question ol regulating life and 
death has been one of the most controversial facets of our 
democratic politics - as it is world-wide - and merits a lot 
more debate. 

The Figure of the Alien 
A critical humanism also forces us to confront one of the abiding 
contradictions ol a nee-liberal world, which embraces the weakening 
or national borders from an economic point of view. yet reasserts 
these borders with virulence in order to exclude strangers, migrants 
and others. whose mobility is driven by the new configurations of 
global markets. 

South Africa too, has to confront th is contradiction. In the name of 
a common humanity, the constitu tion allocates a series or rights and 
goods - but to those privileged with citizenship. A new humanism is 
inseparable from a cosmopolitan spirit, premised on a politics of 
hospitality - which recognises the humanity of t he alien. 

Sameness and Difference 
One of the other difficult issues a new humanism has to confront is 
how to reconcile human sameness and difference, in the realm of law. 

It is this fundamental issue which produced the worst liorrors of 
the twentieth century, and which l ingers into the next one. 

The issue takes many forms - including questions of ·custom·. 
race. ethnicity, and religion. What the South African experience 
underscores is the importance of adjudicating these issues robustly 
within the institutions of law. rather than surrendering them to the 
vagar ies of nationalist pol itics. 

Global Connectedness 
To inhabit a world which is globally connected presents new 

opportuniti~s. as well as new risks. In the midst of unprecedented 

global mob1ltty, there are new opportunities to redistr ibute social 

power a~d acc_ess to the sorts of capital necessary to make a decent 

a
nd 

dignified ltfe. But this also produces new r isks associated with a 
m~re globally connected world - such as more pernicious forms of 
crime. corrupt ion and violence. 

This calculus ol opportun·t d · k • 
• 

1 Yan ns 1s nowhere more evident than 
in the fract~r_ed space _or the city, which defies the image of unity and 
order tnhab1t1ng the minds of its pl anners. 



A New Cosmopolitanism 
J • 

South A frica·s overt h f · · · • . 
more loud ! th ·1 row o 1nst1tut_1onal1sed racism and its attempt to bu ild a d iverse dem ocracy ought to speak 

Y an I cu rren tly does 1n world-histo · • d b l Th. · · · 
prom oted and · t·r· d . nca, e a es. is, al a time when pol1t1cal interventions are 

JlJS 1 1e • using the language of cosmo l·t · d d · · · · 
that T · po I anism an emocralrc human1lananism on the grounds 
rec a1 _rtg o r in~ompetent national slates have failed lo measure up lo the levels of good practice· that merit 

'anoaglrtl f ront~s c ivilised. This article takes up the challenge and argues lhat South Africa has the potential lo generate 
erna 1ve sense of what our n l k d ld · 

g lobal South. y l d . . e war e war m ight be and become. a new cosmopolitanism centred on the 
in inlernatio~atd.ebesp1le some rnf~uence of the tr uth an~ reconcil iation process, South Africa remains marginalised 

and . T ates on humanitarian and cosmopol itan governance. The challenge is to animate the meanings s
rgnr rcance of South Africa on a worldly scale, a process which may depart from its local signif ications. 
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• 
Critica~ consideration ol South Africa·s democratic 

PAUL GILROY 

lrans1t1on can · ·. 1nsp1re new responses to the 
current_geo-polit ical situation. The history ol your 
country s em 
. ergence can be used lo challenge the 
idea that civilisations are closed and f inished 
cultural units h" h w ic must be preserved at all costs 
. Today"s brazen and complacent civi lisalionism · 
is lmderniined by the alternative figurations of 
culture, power and ethnicity that are easily 

deduced from the South African case. Your specific 
blend of diversity and sol idarity yields a special 

lesson lo a_ world where we·re increasingly told 
that diversity and solidarity cannot mix. CullLire 

becomes open, fluid and amenable to change. 

And yet, a few r itual citation s 
of truth and reconciliation 
aside, South Africa has 
dropped out of debates over 
democracy, multi-culture, 
humanitarian and 
cosmopolitan governance 

Then. the clash within civilisa tions is more 
important than the supposed battle between them. 

These difficull issues were echoing in my mind 
as I wall<ed across lhe site of the dazzling new 

Constitutional Court a couple ol weeks ago. Turning 
those cells and torture chambers into places ot 
memory and hope that will accommodate tourism 

while galvanising democracy locally, is part ol a 
larger shift which will determine how the history 

of Apartheid can serve the re-making of 

Johannesburg, and the creation of a habitable 
public realm. 

I think it has a wider, global significance as 

well. Af ter all, the struggle to end Apartheid 
generated a worldly, trans-local movement which 

understood the planetary dimensions of its hopes 

for a more substantial democracy that could not 
operate in colour-coded forms. I hope tha t will be 

South Africa·s gift to the future. 

The terrible history of the pr ison complex 

adjacent to the court had been brought to l ife 
vividly by the young w oman who guided our party 

through it. Her understated eloquence drew us 
into the problems involved in engineering transi

t ional justice so that it could reconstruct the 

corrosive legacies of colonial governance. 
Between her words, I found myself troubled by 

the tales of abuse and humiliation which connected 

that space to lhe digital gl impses we had re~enlly 

obtained of the carceral regime in US-occupied 
Iraq. Those photographs from Abu Graib ~ad just 

entered the media firmament. The humbling 
stories of shock. humiliation and gross vi~tence 

recounted by our young guide. cast them in a 
different light. They were not just instances of 

porn-soaked American contempt for the sand

niggers and towel-heads, but a smal~ part_of the 

routine functioning of colonial adm1111stra11on 
which had s ignificant precedents and analogues 

elsewhere - wherever colonial wars were !ought. 
There were other disturbing connections to 

South African history. The photographs from Iraq 

showed exactly how the individual bearer~ and 

affil iates of those big civilisationnl collectives 
appear to us in strictly racialised lo~ms. ready

stamped with iconic badges of re_lat1ve r~nk. The 

images underscored that the ~ac1sm wh1c.h 
lubricates the functioning of violen t colonial k 

ro·ects is there because it makes the brutal tas s 
p J nd the gaoler easier to complete. of the torturer a . . . 

b d apples Nor are these v1olat1ons 
There are no a · . 
. l acts against the prisoners designed to 

s1mp Y • hing 
solicit information or dramatise overarc 

overnmental authority. 
9 . . sly seeing 1t as part of the 

Taking racism senou . . 
. f 1·1· s as the South African case undoing o po 1 ,c 

insists we must, suggests that this abuse is 

patterned actio11 which serves the interests of 

imperial Jdministrat ion. Th.:it variety of power has 
always worked best once neut rucial hierarchy is 
produced from l hc chaos and unrul iness of 
colonial contact 7.0nes. 

The fortified frontiers between warring 

civilisations are being strengthened by info-war 
and militarisation. The desire lo presume the 
equal worth of alien cultures. and to offer equal 

respect in proliferating encounters with otherness. 
is presented as misguided or out of date. The 

l,mguages ol r<1ce and absolu te ethnicity ensure 
that this natural <1nd geo-pollt ical hierarchy, which 

is also social and cultural, cannot be renegotiated. 
In a sense then, geo-politics has itself been 

reordered along the l ines of old South Africa. 

Through the emphasis placed on absolute cultural 
difference, racism has been made integral to the 
Bush/Blair re-ordering of the world 

Under the banner of cosmopolitanism and 
democratic humanitarianism, civilisationist sensi
bilities currently promote and justify polit ical inter
vention on lhe grounds that <1iting or incompetent 
national stales have failed lo measure up to the 
levels of good practice that merit recognition as 
civilised. These adventures, military and economic. 
may be against the interests of people in the poorer·, 
less developed and developmentally arrested 

regions of \he earth. But that does not matter. 

Armoured cosmopolitanism and supposedly 
benign imperialism are promoting <1 new, 

interventionist definition of sovereignty. However, 
they have never paused over the history of 

imperialism and the ongoing effects of colonial 
and imperial governance. II the west"s wilfully 
innocent commentators were to develop more 
worldly historical interests - not least in Africa -

they would discover that previous phases of 
imperial and colonial rule were also regularly 
represented in civilisational and ethical terms. 

I am British. Our Prime Minister's belligerent 

outlook should be easily recognisable as an 
update of older imperial themes. He and the other 
advocates of armoured cosmopol itanism have 
become shy of the noble idea of world citizenship 
which still proves attractive lo many. Their new 
brand of ethical imperialism construcls a different 

agenda in the coming together ol 
will ing national states oriented by the goal of 
enforcing a desiderata of peace, privatisation and 
mMket mechanisms on the global scale. 

The political topography of this humanitarian 
project is stubbornly centred on lhe north Atlantic, 
where Europe and the US are said to meet in 
order to quarrel over the relative merits of Kantian 

and Hobbesian rules. 
It is my hope that, not Europe and the north 

Atlant ic, bul the post -colonial world in gener<1l, 
and South Africa in p<1rlicular . will in due course. 

generate an alternative sense ol what our 
networked world might be and become. a new 

cosmopolitanism centred on the global South. 
The racial difference to which we are told we 

must become resigned, obstructs empathy across 

the north/south divide. Ethnocentrism becomes 
inescapable. We cannot imagine what it is like to 
be somebody else. and il is hard to endow the sav

age. the native or the stranger seeking hospitality, 

with a reciprocal humanity. At the very same time. 
the powerful and plcasur.ible fantasy of trans• 

gressing those impassable boundaries has started 
to circulate through the core of globalised popular 

culture. Inside the overdeveloped world, political 

virtue dictates obedience to ethnic absolutism. 
There seems to be no workuble precedent for 

adopting <1 more generous and creative view of 
how human beings m ight communicate or act in 

concert across racial. ethnic and c1vitisal ional 
divisions. Here too. the history of South Airica·s 

struggle for democracy might teach different 
lessons. particularly about how racial difference, 

imposed governmentally lrom above, should be 
weighed against other dimensions of human 

variation discovered lrom below in the process of 
actively re-making the world. 

1 he anti-colonial bultles in fndo·Chin<1, South 
Asia and Africa that ended the French and Bril ish 
empires were world-historic, global events that 
specified a different gloual citi zenship than the 
one that l<ant had dreamed <1bout. They s<1w our 

world becoming a different kind of object. 

Think, for example. ol Nelson Mandela"s travel 
to Algeria for military training. What network of 
solidarity <1nd cross·cultural connectedness made 
that associat ion possible? Since lh<1t point. 
environmental concerns have augmented the 

anti-colonial solidarity that operated on un earthly 
scale and was never oriented by a fundamental 

deference lo the sovereign power of national states 
The planetary consciousness I am invoking was 

a precious result of anti-colonial con flict. It is now 
a stimulus to multi-culture and a support for anti
r<1cist solidarity. It was linked to a change of scale, 
a wholesale re- imagining of the world which had 
moral and political dimensions. Thal world became 
not a limitless globe, but <1 small. fragile and finite 
place. one planet among others with strictly 
limited resources that are unequally allocated. 

This is not the globalised mindset al pr ivileged, 
unrestricted travellers. or some other unexpected 
fruit of heavily insulated overdevelopment. It 1s a 
critical orientation and an opposi tionul mood. 

triggered by comprehension of the simple fact that 
environmental and medical crises do not stop al 

national boundaries. and by a feeling that the su;;
tainab1lily of our species is itself now in question. 

This view of the world also supports an 
appreciation of nature as a common condition of 

our imperilled existence, resistant to 
commodiflcation. and on·some level, deeply 
incompatible with the institution of pr ivate 
properly. This made land into a commodity and 
legitimised chattel slavery by seeing the natives 
as elements of nature in need of improvement. 

The most obvious iltustrntions of what this 
planetary mental ity looks like when il is translated 
into cosmopolitan political action. are the 
worldwide battles against AIDS and HIV, and the 
struggle to secure <1nd maintain free access to the 
water of which our bodies are largely composed. 

The racial difference to which 
we are told we must become 
resigned obstructs empathy 
across the north/south divide 

T:ie same approach surfaces in many campaigns 
to resist corporate control of the substance of life 
1tsetl. This is especially so in the iorm of genetically 

modified seeds. as well as the global resistance to 

the privatisation and copyrighting of natural 
materials with commercial possibilities. which has 
linked the colonisation of territory and human 

beings with the colonisation of all of li fe. 
The example of South Africa·s transition helps 

lo show tha t this outlook connotes neither a 

hum<1nosm in the classical sense of that term. nor 
an unsteady allil1ale oi the liberal and Cold War 

mutations of the same ideology. This 1s a planetary 

consciousness of the tragedy. fragility and brevity 
of indivisible human exislence that is all the more 

valuable as a result of its openness to the damage 
done by racisms. These perilous condit ions and 
proposals make the culliv<1tion of cosmopolitan 
disloyalty. and the pract ice of systematic 

estr<1ngement from the over-in tegrated culture of 
belligerent national states. imperative. 

For many years. South Afr ica served worldwide 
debate about the politics and morality of race by 
being the one place w here the central signiiicance 
of rarn,m could never be denied. That lost 
singularity 1s still marked by the untranslatabil1ly 
and export of the word Apartheid. 

1 hough ,t had sign1f1cant antecedents else
where in the world and inspired a great deal of 
subsequent imitation. Apartheid stands as a 
cipher for the damage done to democracy by the 
fatal con1unction of race and politics. Its conceptual 
traces are interpretatively applied to Palestine, to 
the racialised organisation of dwelling-space in 
the US, indeed to anywhere that segregation has 
been elevated to the level ot political principle. ll 
provides a reminder that the polil1ca\ ontology of 
race is fatal to all democratic aspirations. 

And yet. a few r itual citations o{ truth and 
reconciliation aside. South Airica has dropped out 
of debates over democracy, multi-culture. 
humanitarian and cosmopolitan governance. "This 
disappearance, is corrncc\c,d lo \he lacl \ha\ many 
people dispute \he idea that racism can genera\e 

particular political forms. or even that it c<1n 
consistently transform official political processes 
into something cruder, more vicious. more 
hierarchical and predisposed to brutality. 

Scholastic orthodoxy habitually minimises and 

distorts the political effects of race hierarchy. It is 
likely that racism is approached as a pre- or post
polilical phenomenon which directs allention 
toward the depths of individual psychology rather 
than into any social, cultural and historical patterns. 

Those of us who oppose these interpretative 
habits, and object to the suggestion that race and 
politics can be kepi firmly apart, have needed to 

explore the history of South Africa with its 
dizzying lransilions and blocked revolution. its 

unsteady ensemble of civic. ethnic. ethical and 
economic possibil ities bolted disorganically 
together. We have tried to carry its lessons into 
the centre of a new deb<1le about the significance 
of racism and its corrosive eliecls on democracy. 
But we must be open about our desire to 

re•ariicutate that history. to describe and anim<1te 
it on a worldly scale tl1<1t may depart sharply from 
the uses made oi if loc<1lly. 

VVe must try lo re-surve;• the shape and 
character of politics in the twentieth century, 

forcing belated recognition of the significance of 
racism as a matter of politics. and of the 

cosmopolitan mentalllies nurtured by the 
tri•conlinental network of anti-colonial struggle 

tha t Clilminated in the overthrow of Apartheid. 

Paul Gilroy is currently ch;iir of Afncan-Amer,can 
Studies al Yale Un1vers1ty. His books include ThNe Ain ·r 
No Black in the Union Ji/ck· The Cu/turi/1 Politics of Race 
;;nd N.11,on: The Bluck A t/;Jl)t,c: Modernity i!nd Double 

Consciousness: BctwcC'n Camps: Nat,ons. Culcurc ond 
the Allure of Race!: und Alter Empirl': Mulr,culturc or 
Pos1co/onial Mi!lanchol,a. 
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Faces of Freedom: 
Jewish and Black Experiences 

Is freedom primarily a matter of rights or an ethical practice? This article draws on the Jewish and black 
experiences of bondage. captivity and the death camps to argue that in a post- liberation age, it is impossible to 
provide a new interpre~ation of freedo~ without a new interpretation of death, of the enemy, and of the stranger. 
It suggests that the ultimate freedom 1s freedom from death itself; death, in turn, is the ground zero of freedom. 
Contrary to the case of Israel, the South African experience shows that it is possible to disentangle the histories of 
freedom from the histories of spilled blood. In so doing, it becomes possible to re-imagine the political community 
away from the pagan ethos that has served as lhe basis for Western interpretat ions of law, reason, and sovereignty, 
especially since 9/11. 

i·Hhi!HIM=iUMI 
It is the question of the relationship between 

freedom and ethics - a lre!!dom that is aware of 
itself as an ethical practice - that I would like to 

examine here. 
In so doing. I would like to keep firmly in mind 

some of the most acute political and moral 
dilemmas of our limes. and the strenuous 

conditions of our world. 
I wil l draw on two of the most powerful 

traditions that have taken to its deepest 
philosophical consequences our understanding of 

bondage. captivity, exile, death - and therefore oi 
freedom - in the modern world. the Jewish and 

the black tradition. 
I argue that the moral power of both traditions 

derives from their radical critique of the pagan 
ethos that has long served as the dark side of 
Western conceptions a! absolute sovereignty as 
well as Western imperial ideology. 

According to this pagan ethos, the original 
human condition is based on the fear of violent 
death and the proclivity for ruthlessness. Fear 

ol violent death is a far-sighted fear. if only 
because it allows people to comprehend the 

tragedy of l ife. It is from this realisation that they 
develop the inner convictions that lead them to 

create civil societies. 

This pagan ethos has allowed for an 
understanding al sovereignty either as cruelty. 

human sacrifice. or sheer joy ol destruction. The 
rehabilitat ion of this pagan ethos in the post 9/11 

world, I suggest. constitutes one of the biggest 
political and moral dilemmas of our age. 

Writing after the Second World War, the Jewish 
philosopher Hannah Arendt identified one such 

moral dilemma of her epoch. This. she 
summarised in two expressions: "homelessness 

on an unprecedented scale,' and ·rootlessness to 
an unprecedented depth·. 

Examining the possibilities of the century and 
its horrors. she highl ighted a future that had 
become ·unpredictable·: political forces that could 

not be trusted ·10 follow the rules of common 

sense and self-interest'; forces that looked like 
·sheer insanity' . It is as though ·mankind has 

divided itself between those who believe in human 
omnipotence and those for whom powerlessness 

has become the major experience of their l ives·. 

she added. 
As a l iving example of an age in which 

·everything seemed to have lost specific value, 

and had become unrecognisable for human 
comprehension,' she cited ·the Jewish question: 

Like many others, Arendt saw in the hatred of 
the Jews, in imperialism and totalitarianism -

each more brutal than the other - the clear 
demonstration that human dignity needed ·a new 

guarantee· which could be found only "in a new 

political principle, in a new law on earth, whose 

validity this time· should ·comprehend the whole 

of humanity·. 
In fact. just like the Palestinian question today, 

between the First and Second World Wars ·the 

Jewish question· had epitomised both a specific 

problem and a mass phenomenon: that of 

stateless people. 
These were people who were either subjected 

to wholesale population transfers. large-scale 

repatriation. and mass cancellation of naturalisa

tions. or had literally become ·undepor tabte· 
because there was no country on earth in which 

they could enJoy the right of residence. They could 
be get rid of in great numbers and rendered 

nghtless. displaced, or interned in camps 
Because their inhabitants were divested of pol1t1cal 

status and reduced to bare life. the death camps. 

in particular. have been seen as the ultimate sign 

of the absolute power of the negative. 

Fanon showed the extent to 
which Western power is 
willing to defend the 
irrational beliefs that are 
foundational to any form of 
racism, if needs be, through 
a politics of brutality, 
extermination, and genocide 
all in the name of 'civilisation · 
and 'humanitarianism· 

In turn. the Jews - the then stateless people 
par excellence - came to symbolise a life and a 
death outside the pale of the law. 

An entire generation of German Jewish exiles 
has interpreted the meanings of modernity from 
the perspective of the death camp and the 

Holocaust. 
According to this tradition. Nazi mass murder 

was the by-product of the modern drive to 
technical mastery and control. It was the result of 
the peculiarly modern drive to substitute 

technology, administration and organisation for 
moral responsibility. In this view. the success of 
modern industrial society in substituting 
pragmatic and rational criteria for transcendental 

values inescapably leads to the subordination of 
ends to means. and a general erosion and 

paralysis of moral judgment. 
In the process. Jewish criticism, more than any 

other, has unveiled the profound connection that 

t ies any ethical practice of freedom to a moral 
concern with vulnerability - especially as 

manifested in the figure of the stranger and, 

to a lesser extent. of the enemy. 
Emmanuel Levinas in particular has reflected 

on the relationship between freedom and 
vulnerability. From top lo toe and to the very 
marrow, the human being is vulnerabil ity, he 

argues. In vulnerabil ity lies a relation to the other. 
Indeed, there is no human subject that Is not for 

the other. 
This being-for-the-other is, for him, the 

essence of freedom. 
Being-for-the-other operates along three 

modalities: substitution. responsibili ty, and 

expiation. At the centre of this operation is the 
face - or more specifically, the dialectics of the 

face .ind the trace. 
The face. says Levinas. constitutes a unique 

opening into the other. The other's lace presents 

itself to us in its nakedness. Its wonder lies in its 

coming from elsewhere. Yet. the nakedness of the 

other's face is almost always a translation of 
some kind of absence. 

It Is this absence that makes what he calls 
·v1silut1on· [or responsibility) possible. Moreover. 

this absence signifies that the Other cannot be 
converted into the Same. As for the trace. it 

represents the ver'/ indehbility of the human being. 

So. both the lace and the trace signal the 
relationship with another. the lace-to-face with 

another. the encounter with a face and a trace 

that at once reveals and conceals both sameness 
and difference. 

I would like lo build on this dialectics of the face 

and the trace. of revelation and concealment. of 
sameness and dillerence, to suggest that the 
indelib1lity of the human being Is not simply 
represented by the trace and by the lace. 

More radically. this ,ndelibi lity lies in the 
possibility of the death of the Other. his or her 

mortality - in my duty to account for the life and 
death of the other as my own. 

In other wo,ds. I am arguing that it is 
impossible for us to provide a new interpretation 
of freedom without a new interpretation of what it 
means to be vulnerable This is all the more so 
because the ultimate trace and face of human 
vulnerability Is death itself. 

This being the case. and death being the 
ultimate frontier of freedom. freedom from death 
itsell is the underneath of what it is lo be human 
with others. 

Let me now turn to the black experience. 
To a large extent, black philosophical critique of 

modernity has also been deeply influenced by the 
historical experience of captivity, bondage, 
colonial subjugation and racism. 

The Francophone black tradition ISenghor. 

Cesaire. Fanon and others) has been at the 
forefront of this critique. 

Take Aime Cesaire. In his Discourse on 

Colonialism. he shows clearly how colonial rule is 
not an accidental departure from the ineluctable 
improvement of humanity celebrated by European 
Enlightenment. but the natural product of 

western civilisation·s dark and destructive side. 
Colonial subjugation. he argues. is premised on 

the denial of human plurality. When combined 
with a political project predicated on racial 

hierarchy. such a denial can easily be put in the 
service of outright massacre. 

This being-for-the-other 
is, for Levinas, the essence 
of freedom 

Black francophone tradition also unmasks the 
Wes1·s attempts to exercise a monopoly over 

reason and unmasks the irrational beliefs central 
to any project of racial dominion. This is exactly 
what Frantz Fanon did. 

He showed the extent to which Western power 
is willing to defend the irrational belie fs that are 

foundational to any form of racism. if needs be, 
through a pol itics of brutality. extermination. and 
genocide - alt in the name ol ·civil isation· and 
'humanitarianism." 

This inability of Western power to reflect 

critically on i tself in relation to the cruelty it 
inflicts upon the other: this proclivity to shed other 
people's blood in the name of · civilisation,' 
·rreedom' and 'humanitarianism:· this inability of 

the West to come to terms with the unreason that 
informs its own understanding of reason: this has 
been at the heart of black criticism of modernity. 

Black criticism argues against the fact that. in 
their drive for sovereign mastery over the \·,orld, 

Western powers mask a particularism that is 
characteristically formulated in terms of 

universalist values. Yet it is a universalism that is 
premised on a racist conception of what 
conslltutes the human. 

But what Is absolute sovereignty ii not the 
attempt to wield. in the same gesture, the 
combined powers of reason and unreason? What 
is sovereign drive for mastery ii not a death drive? 

Black imaginations of freedom emerge as a 

response to this death dnve that masks itself 
under the guise of ·c1v1lisation· and 'humanitarian
ism: This is why these imaginations are almost 

always intertwined with narratives of bondage. 
exile, and captivity. 

Whether it takes the form of slavery or that of 

racial colonialism. bondage always rests. at least 
partly. on the power to arrogate another human 

being's labour without his or her consent. In turn. 
the appropriation. without consent, of the work of 

another human being makes il well nigh 
impossible for the latter to take care al himself 
or herself. 

That is why in many black narratives of 

freedom. liberty is imagined first and foremost as 
the recovery of the capacity to once again take 

care of onesell - a capacity which. in the political 
parlance of the twentieth-century, is defined as 

·the right to sell-determination,' of which African 
nationalisms are a manifestation. 

But even more important in the calculus of 
freedom is self-ownership. 

Indeed. racism is the operation through which 
one is asked to surrender one's body, one's 

humanity, and is disowned of oneself. This is not a 
purely economistic process in the sense thal in 

slavery for example, the black person becomes 
the human property of someone else. 

To be disowned of oneself also means to have 

been dishonoured and shamed, as Fanon showed 
not so long ago. 

This is the reason why the discourse of freedom 

in modern black imagination is so much about 
recovery. To be sure. this has to do with the 

recovery of a set of properties in the real material 
world: mainly the end of economic exploitation 

and the enjoyment of the fruits of one·s 
own labour. 

But there is also a manner of freedom that 
depends on the capacity al the bondsman to 

recover another set of qualities that do not simply 
pertain to the certainties of the physical and 

material world. because they have lo do with the 
fundamental right to personhood. 

In Black Skin White Mask. Fanon suggests that 
because both the black body and the black psyche 

have been profoundly damaged by racism. 

freedom should be fundamentally understood as a 

cure. the aim of which is to endow oneself and the 



immanent world with a new meaning. a new 

moral law. created or laid down by oneself. 
It seems to me that this exit from the mindset 

of the slave is what Steve Biko also advocated as a 

precondition for the sel f -production as a full 

human being. 

The rehabilitation of this 
pagan ethos in the post 9/11 
world, I suggest, constitutes 
one of the biggest political 
and moral dilemmas of 
our age 

Fanon·s idea of what this cure entails is quite 
di fferent from what the proponents of nativism 

and indigeneity have in m ind. For Fanon. lhe cure 

is nol a matter of recovering some original 
propriety (African culture, tradition or customs) 

and authentic plenitude of v,hich one has 

been expropriated. 
Freedom as a practice of cure is not about the 

restoration of blackness per se. It is about 
redeeming the future of the humanity and recap• 

turing the whole past of the world at large. 
There is another version ol liberation we 

encounter in black imagination. It is predicated on 

an understanding of politics as a form of 
asceticism, or even as a sacrificial act. 

Liberat ion as a sacr ificial movement is a very 
consuming process. Through sheer human will, 

the self is sacrificed to the future common good. 
This is not far from martyrdom. One form of life is 

killed for another to be sustained. 
In fact. to strive for freedom is lo court death. 

and if need be, to accept the respons,b1lity of one's 
own death. as made clear by Nelson Mandela dur

ing lhe Rivonia Trial !Long Walk To Freedom). 
Death, in this case. is the door lo l i fe - that which 

lays open the truth of l ife: the life that lives by sac
rificing i tself. II is a sacrifice that is consummated 
ior all. Hence i ts redemptive character. 

Whal black experiences ol martyrdom ICabra{. 

Lumumba, Um Nyobc and many others) seen, to 
re flect. is tho fact that one cannot be free if one is 

caught in the immediacy ol being, in I lic empirical 
prison or li fe. In other words, i f freedom ·s goal is to 

preserve life. the idea tha t life must be preserved at 
all costs (the principle of survival) is not necessarily 
conducive lo freedom. Selflessness is necess;iry lo 

achieve freedom. To achieve freedom. one must be 

ready to I ranscend oneself in death. or at least lo 
come into close contact with one·s master: death. 

From Marlin Luther King lo Mandel;i, this 

absolute author ity granted to death or the 

possibi l ity or death. this otherworldliness of 

freedom, is a fundamental aspect of modern 
black narratives of redemption. 

Then there is the relation between freedom and 
violence. Whether theorised or not. the practice of 

violence in lhc name of the struggle for liber;ition 
- or for that maller. surv,val - was a common 

feature of many political movements. 
Like the Jewish critic Walter Ben1amin. Fanon 

relics on an explicit not ion of experience - in this 
case the colonial exper ience - lo lift the 
interdiction against killing as a legitimate means to 
obtain freedom, 

Unl ike Benjamin though. the lift ing ol the taboo 
or killing is not justi fi ed theologicJlly, liul 

situationally. Ulllike Benjamin. too. Fanon is not 
burdened by a Hebrew Bible or a rabbinical or 
Mosa,c law. The Fanonian practice ol violence is 

From Martin Luther King 
to Mandela, the absolute 
authority granted to death or 
the possibility of death, this 
otherworldliness of freedom, 
is a fundamental aspect of 
modern black narratives 
of redemption 
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not aimed to enact any divine will or to instantiate 
any divine transcendence. 

Fanon simply believes that colonialism, as 
violence in its natural slate. will only yield when 
confronted by a greater violence. Life, he adds, 

·can only spring up again oul of the rott ing corpse 
of the settler.' 

What the South African experience suggests is 
that the ki lling of one·s enemy is the ground zero 

of freedom. For liberation lo come, there comes a 
lime when freedom has to be disentangled fr·om 
the histories of spilled blood and sacr ificial 

cruelty. In other words. death has to be post
poned for the secunly of everyone's physical 

existence to be guaranteed. 
Whal the South Afr ican experience also 

suggests is that it is possible lo re -imagine a 
polit ical community. the legitin,acy of which does 

not need lo reside in the righ t lo demand from its 
members the readiness lo die, or unhesitatingly 
to kill one·s enemies either in the name of 

freedom or of survival. Here. l would conclude. 

lies the difierence between South Africa and Israel. 

Achtl/c Mbembc ,s a research professor ,n history and 
poht,cs al the Urnvers,ty of the Witwatersrand ;ind a 
senior researcher at WISER. His publlca1ions include On 
the Postco!ony; La na,ssancc du maqws dims le 
Sud-C.imcroun; and Afriqucs mdoc,tcs. 
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The Struggle between the . . 
Constitution and 'Things African 

What happens when a l iberal democracy encounters a polit ics of 

difference that it cannot embr ace ethical ly or ideologically wi t hin i ts 

definition of the poli ty? This art icle attempts lo make sense of the 

way in which struggles over ·culture· in post-apartheid South Africa 

have emerged from a concrete, ongoing history of difference. 

It argues that t h is history edges uneasily from an excoriation of 

ethnicity and 'things African· to pleas for the necessity of their 

recognition. It also shows that it is a history that sheds l ight on the 

vicissitudes of the life and times of the nation-state al the Lum of 
the new century. 

Lately treed from the ethnically-coded rule of a 
racist colonial slate. South Africa has fashioned 
for itself a Constitl1tion founded on I he most 
comprehensive, most liberal. most enlightened 
notions of democratic plural ism. 

This Constitution is not only unusually attentive 
lo universal enfranchisement and human r ights; 
it is also quite explicit in its accommodation of the 

cultural claims of minorities. 
Indeed, if its own rhetorical construction were a 

description of i ts pol itical sociology. South Africa -
deeply committed to the rule of law. to the 

monopoly of the stale over the legitimate means 
of violence. to a conception of citizenship tha t both 

transcends and tolerates diversity· would seem to 

inhabit the very ideal of the Euro-nation in i ts 
twenty-first century guise. 

Yet, almost from the start. a 'crisis of culture,' a 

counter- politics of ethnic assertion against the 
jurisdiction of the state. has rumbled beneath the 

surface of the new polity, threatening to disrupt 
the lounding premises ol its Bill of Rights. 

This has entailed more than just a quest for the 
recognition of distinctive identities, languages, and 
ways of life, a quest that has become familiar 

elsewhere in recent years. It has also raised fun
damental questions of sovereignty: the sovereignty 
of African traditional governance and the kingdom 

of custom, in which ethnic subjects claim. and are 

claimed by, another species of authority. 
Conflicts are occurring more and more 

frequently across South Africa over initiation r itual 

and occul t beliefs, inheritance and succession, 
corporal punishment, landholding, and many 

things besides. 
The pol ice have been called upon to deal with, 

among other things. urban vigilante activities 
conducted in the name of Muslim morality; 

·alternative· justice ostensibly exercised under the 
terms of African customary law: bloody culture 

wars in the countryside; and witchcraft-related 
killings. of which there have been many since the 
early 1990s. To wit, the ·new· South African Police 

Service has an Occult-Related Crime Unit that. not 

long ago, instituted a program lo teach officers 
how to handle the forensics of crime scenes 

involving arcane practices. 
For its part, the Constitutional Court has had lo 

deliberate, for example, on a cla im, made in the 

name of Rastafarian belief, lo recognise the use of 
prohibited drugs for ritual purposes. It may well, 

in future, have to address such things as 

indigenous norms of patrilineat inheritance. What 
is more, a number of Witchcraft Summits have 

been held since 199<1 to discuss rural unrest, and 
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the lethal forms of cultural policing occasioned by 
it, arising out of an alleged epidemic of mut,. 

This high level of attention 10 the issue is hardly 
surpr ising. Not only do violent witch-purgings call 
into question the terms of national !aw and order 
They do so by means taken to be irrational. even 

savage, by the canons ol enlightenment reason. 
Taken together, the processes rel erred to above 

point to the fact that a vernacular praxis is 
beginning to emerge. Customary authority does 
not live easily with the hegemony of the liberal 

modernist slate. It sanctions alternative orders of 

law and Justice, of the use of force, of responsibili
ties and entitlements. even of tribute and taxation. 

The generic citizen of postcolonial South Africa 
may be the rights-bearing individual inscribed in 

the new Constitution; also the r ights-bearing indi

vidual - typically urban, cosmopol itan • presumed 
in much mass-mediated discourse. By contrast. 

elhno-polities and traditional leadership speak the 
language of subjects and collective being. It is the 
coexistence of citizen and subject that configures 
the practical terms of national belonging. 

The ANC, to be sure, 
has been unable to resist, 
remove, or repudiate the 
affective appeal of 
cultural difference 

The state in South Africa, under the African 
National Congress, has had no option but to take 

cultural difference - and especially cultural 
practices deemed 'dangerous·• very seriously 
indeed. This is because i t has been confronted, 
repeatedly, by social practices that fly in the face 

of its Constitution. 
In an epoch in which cultural rights have come 

increasingly to substitute for political and 
economic enfranchisement, no government - least 
of all one representing African empowerment • 

can afford to ignore the passions that 1nflume such 
forms ol collective action. especially on the part of 
the majority that it strives to represent. 

The African National Congress, to be sure, has 

been unable to resist. remove. or repudiate the 
affective appeal of cultural difference. Not only is ii 
invoked in the name or ethno-nationalism, most 

assertively by the Congress of Traditional Leaders 
of South Africa, the Zulu-centric lnkatha Freedom 

Party, and separatist fractions of the Afrikaner right. 
ft is keenly fel l by many ordinary South Africans, for 
whom ·customary· atlachmenl remain strong. 

As a result, the ANC has had to revise the 

"post-ethnic· universalism to which most of its 

leadership was once fervently committed. Always 

ambivalenl. at best. toward anything associated 
wi th 'tribalism." the liberation movement tended, 

during the struggle years and after. to dismiss 

culture and custom as instruments of colonial 
overrule• and to see chie fta1ncy as highly 

autocratic. This even as they sougl1t to recruit 

sympathetic chie fs to lhc1r cause. 
Some senior ANC cadres were still openly 

dismissive of indigenous authority in the late 

1990s. Support lor it continues to seem more 
strategic than intrrns,c. As that support sugge!:>ls, 
however, the state has made audible its public 
recognition or the K111gdom of Custom as part oi 

the country·s unique mode of governance,' citing 
Section 17. of the Constitution .is proof ol its 
com1nitment. This volte-face w;;is particularly 
noticeable before the 1999 election. 

Since then, party representatives have taken 
every opportunity • at events such as royal funerals 
in the countryside, for instance• to persuade 
powerful chiels that they. and the cultural bases of 
their authority, have a secure future in South Africa. 

In playing the heady game of cultural politics. 
the ANC has conjured up a force that i t is unable 
fully lo control. a force that vitiates the very 
conception of nationhood on which the authority of 

the state rests. In theory of course. II is Iust such 

contrad,ctions that the Constitution was designed 

to mediate - !he tensions between those of its 
provisions that structure a system of democratic

ally elected representatives and those that ascribe 
legitimacy to the kingdom of custom. 

In the Constitution, culture Is deal t with 
priman ly in two sections of Chapter 2. its Bill of 
Rights. Sec lion 30 states that · everyone has the 
right to use the language and to participate in the 
cultural life of their choice.' 

Section 31 adds that nobody belong111g to any 

such community may "be denied the right, with 
other members of that community, la) to enjoy 

their culture, practice their religion and use their 
language; and lb) lo form, Join and maintain 

cultural. rel1g1ous and linguistic associations and 
other organs of civil society.· But, in both cases. 

there is a clear constraint: these righ ts 'may not 
be exercised in a manner inconsistent with any 
[other) provision ol the Bill oi Rights.' 

In other words, precedence is given to those 
provisions that protect the dignity, equality, and 
freedoms of all persons. without prejudice or 
discrimination. 

Even when the Constitution, in Section 36, 

acknowledges that some limitations on those 
freedoms ar·e · reasonable and justifiable in an 
open and democratic society,' It stresses that any 
such !imitation is to remain bound by lhe Bill or 

Rights. Protagonists or lhe sovereignty or popular 
tradition and traditional authori ty have sought 
support for their arguments in this "justifiable' 

and 'democratic" limitation of the universal rights 
of citi zenship. 

In Chapter 12. the Constitution recognises 'the 
institution, status and role of traditional leader

ship, according to customary !aw· • but, again, 
subject to the Bill of Rights and any relevant 

legislation In sum, the subservience of culturul 
particularity and the Kingdom ol Custom to 

·one law for One nation· seems unambiguous. 
Does this mean that there is a head-on 

collision. or an entrenched contradiction between, 
the new South African Consti tution and the 

age-old traditions, customs and cultures observed 
by millions ol black South Africans? 

The disputes lo which this collision gives rise 
make three things clear. 

The first is the growing relevance of ethnically 

based arguments about r ights and entitlements

arguments that frame local struggles against the 

authority of the state not merely in cultural terms, 
but with reference to a form of poly-cultural ism 

that is making itsel f felt ever more globally. 

The second is the mounting tendency for 

stand-offs between the Kingdom of Custom and 
the Constitution to be pursued by legal means, 

whether in quarrels over rights among groups or 
in challenges to the sovereignty of the nation
state and One Law. 

The third is the tikellhood that. whatever 

ra matic outcomes might be reached, these 
p g · · ' d" 'd l . arguments will persist in ~It ting 1_n 1v1 u~ agarn,t 

collective rights, liberal universalism against 

culture. citizens against subjects. ff anything. they 

are l iable to reproduce rather than resolve the par

adox of pluralism endemic to neo{iberal nationhood. 

For, as they face the forces of global capital, 

postcolonial societies like South Africa _have come 

to replicate features of ·tale' liberal pol1t1es 

elsewhere, especially in respect of the chaltenge 

posed to democratic rule by activism in the name 

of identity. 
But the postcolony also makes evidenl critical 

differences in the politics of difference, in 

struggles that do not merely str ive for inclusion 

within state institutions, but contest tile very 
sovereignty of those institutions: their constituent 

forms of poliucs , citizenship, and democracy, their 

monopoly over the law and the means of violence. 

The subservience of cultural 
parti cularity and the 
kingdom of custom to 
'One law for One nation' 
seems unambiguous 

Because of this. these struggles are inadequately 

grasped by liberal terms like "minority r ights· or 
multiculturalism.' For the poly-cultural activity 

they embody is born of. and sustained by, the 

limits of liberalism. By this we mean the limited 
ability, in South Africa, of the newly democratic 
sta te to produce a unified nation, amidst the 

intensifying flow oi signs, goods, and people across 
its borders; the l imited capacity of its hegemonic 
discourse to frame an ideology to counter the 

centrifugal claims of diversity; the limited power of 
its Constitution to make actual the entitlements it 

guarantees; the limited capability of its instru
ments of governance to reconcile the equality it 
promises its citizens with the stark disparities of 

life in an increasingly deregulated economy. 
It Is these l imits that reproduce the tensions 

between the philosophical tenets of universalism 

and the practical realities of difference, between 
the abstract language of individual rights and the 

vernacular sentiments of collective identity, 
between the truth-claims or citizenship and the 

true-life experience of ethnic subjecthood. 
These tensions shape the everyday polit ics of 

culture. They erupt intermittently into dramatic 
confrontations. The fact that such conflicts are 

litigated is no accident. 

The growing sal ience of the law • in fact the 
legalisation of politics tout court• is an integral 
feature of the neo-liberat moment. 

Even in contesting the sovereignty of the state, 
traditional authorities have no choice but to 

engage i t in juridical terms: in the idiom of rights, 
constitutionalism, and due process. 

But, in arguing both with and through the law, 
advocates of difference are having an impact on 

its ways and meanings - by. among other things, 
forc ing it to fashion a jurisprudence that can deal 
with culture without criminalising it. 

It is in such cases. too, that the shape of a new 

popular polit ics is discernible, a politics that is 

catching flame as older struggles • under the sign 

of class, race, and partisan ideology. fade away. 

This may not be the kind or politics that critical 
theorists might have chosen. But it is a politics 

nonetheless, a politics that is yielding new styles 

of activism, and new sites of history-in-the-making. 

In South Africa and In the world at large. 

JeiJn and John Comaroff are> professors of anthropology, 
and co-directors of the Institute of Critical Theory, al the 
University ol Chicago. Jean and John Comarofl arc the 
authors of Of Revelation and Revolution: Christianity, 
Colonialism and ConsciousnC'ss in South Africa: Of 
RcvC'lation and Revolution: ThC' Dialectics of Modernity 
on a Sou/h African Frontier; Ethnography and the 
Historical Imagination and editors of M1tleniat Capitalism 
and the Culture of NC!o/ibera/ism; Modernity and its 
Ma/contents: Ritual and Power in Africa and Civil Society 
iJnd the Political lmagm.ilion in Africa. Jean Comaroff i$ 
the author ol Body of Power. Spirit of Resistance: ThC' 
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Inclusive Democracy and its Enemies 
Much like South Africa post-1994 tt . . . 
committed t th . . · ie creation of democracy in India after 1947 was based on a secular national ism 0 e recognit ion and accomm d 1· r d "ff f • . . . . . 
demonstrate th f •t . . 0 a ion° I erences o rel191on, ethnicity and culture. This art icle 

s e a1 ure or this promise · I d" t 1 • . . . . . . 
massive viol h . h . in n ia. mos r ecent Y in the polit1c1sat1on of Hindu separatism, and the 

ence W Ic lh1s has unleash d · M 1· · · · 
swing again t th· . . e against us Ims m Guiurat In 2002. There are more recent sign s of a 
neo-tiberal s is p_ohtic~ of exclusion. which the article attributes mainly lo the disillusion of the poor with the 

economic pol1c1es of the BJP A d th • • . 
w h ich is hith 1 . . · n e Indian case Is marked by an intense poli t icisation of re ligion 
m idst of a . erl 

O 
unkn_o_w n in South Africa Yet t he article points lo the fragility of the idea of democracy in the 

viru ent po l1t1cs of differe c t th · • • . 
idea o f no . 1. n e, 0 e point of enmity - the ant1lhes1s of lhe cosmopolitanism which the 

n-rac1a ism may be seen l o inspire. 

The totally unexpected results of the Indian 
general elections. which came out on 13 ., h ,,,ay, 

ave reversed, at least for lhi'.' moment the 

a~parentt~ irresistible advance of righ t '.wing 

H111.d_u nat1~nal1sm since the late-1980s. Embodied 
poltt1cally in the Bharatiya Janata Party IBJPI 
,~hich had dominated the New Delhi governm.ent 
s111ce 1998, this "H1ndutv<1· movement comprises a 
whole battery of varied organisations. 

~t their core is a semi-secret. highly disciplined 
booy, founded way back in 1925, c.:illed the 
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh IRSS) -

resembling. in some respects, the Afrikaner 
Broederbond. The ultimate aim of the alliance 
co-ordinated by the RSS is the transformation of 
Indian secular democracy into a ma1oritarian 
Hindu state which represses all religious and 
other dissent. It is not fortuilotis that in his last 
appeal to the electorate. the BJP President had 
called for an absolute majority. so that the 
Constitution which has governed the republic 
since its foundation in 1950 could be changed. 

The Constitution had as its background, a series 
of predominantly peaceful mass movements 
against foreign rule, which help to explain its 
democratic features: parliamentary government. 
universal suffrage, a structure of civil rights. It 
was drawn up, however. through elite negotiations 
in a rather unrepresentative Constituent 
Assembly, chosen by an electorate of no more 
than 10%, while there were also possibi lities and 
fears regarding more socially radical alternatives. 

Indian a nti-colonialism at its 
best displayed an unusua l 
capacity to criticise itself, 
an ability to both affirm, and 
try to go beyond patriotic 
values - a strand noticeable 
both in Gandhi, and in the 
premier literary figure of 
that era, Tagore 

The Constitution was finalised in 1949, the year 
or the Chinese Revolution. and in one par t of India, 
Communists were leading a peasant insurrection. 
Political democracy would have seemed a safer 
option for those with property. But the context was 
set. even more. by bitter internal conflicts along 
religious, Hindu / Muslim lines. resulting in a . 
coming of freedom in 1947 that was accompanied 
by a bloody partition of the sub-continent. (South 

African readers might be struck by some 
affinities, as well as di fferences with their own 

history between 1991 and 19961. . . . 
The paramount need to overcome religious - 1n 

Indian parlance. ·communar - strife lay at the root 
of the Constitution·s ·secular' dimension. T~e term 
itself did not figure in the or iginal version, but 

there was a careful distancing of the state ~~d . 
. bl" paces from any religious afhhat,on certain pu Ic s 

In India. since the 1920s. ·secular has meant 

basically the opposite of commu~alism, and ~~l. 
for the bulk of its advocates. anti- or non-r~l1g1ous 
values or any rationalistic "disenchantment of the 

v,orld. . 
The deeply religious Gandhi, murdered in 

January 191,8 by a man who had been trained in the 
RSS is considered lndi.:i"s greatest secular martyr. 

In. addition, India became a federal ·union of 

states·. though with an unusually strong centre. 
Regional differences and solidarities were and are 
considerable, more so perh.ips than in South 
Africa. ,.vith a number of well-developed 
vernaculars having long histories of written 
literature. And, most strikingly, the Preamble of_ 
the Constitution departed from common bourgeois-

democratic form by placing 'Justice. soc1.:it. 
economic and political before Libe1 ty, Equality 
.:ind Fr.:itcr nIty in i ts l isting of basic principles. 

That meant, above all, ·reservations· or 

affirrnative action on behalf of historically under
privileged sections. the lowest caste!. IDalltsl 
and tribals. 

The legal equality of .:ill citizens was sought to 
be balanced by a measuIe of recognItIon of 
difference. In a manner quite exceptional for its time. 

The preceding decades had seen powerful 
affirmations ol lower castes - led by Ambedkar. 
one of the principal makers of the Constitution -
against high-caste domination. 

The course of 20th century South Asian history, 
then, cannot be reduced to a single colonial/ 
anti-colonral binary. Internal differences have also 
been crucial, along lines of class. religions. castes. 
regions and languages. and gender relationships 

These arc not iust ·1radit1onar diversities. 
·natural' for such a vast sub-continent. Lale colo
nial processes of centralisation and integration 
helped to 'harden· a range of potential solidarities. 

Railways and mechanical print. for instance. 
enabled emergence of country-wide spheres of 
discussion and mobilisation, while census 
enumeration encouraged sharper definition of 
differences between communities whose 
boundaries may have been more inchoate earlier. 

Multiple identit ies-in-formation intersected with 
one another. often producing conflicts. Thus 
efforts to construct a more unified 'Hinduism· had 
to confront a simultaneous development of 
multiple caste identities. while colonial (and 
postcoloniall modernisation strengthened both 
Brahmannical influence. and lower-caste and 
Dalit protests. 

Hindutva, in one of its key dimensions. can be 
considered as an efiorl by some upper-caste 
groups to ward off possibihlies of subordinate
caste breakaways, through constructing powerful 
enemy-images of Muslim or Christian ·others·. 
construed as representing a perpetual threat lo 
the survival of alt 'Hindus·. 

Nationalist projects came to formulate alterna
tive ways of handling such internal differences. 

A relatively open. unihcatory trajectory tended 
to predominate within ·mainstream· anti-colonial 
national i&m. seeking adjustment of differences 
through judicious concessions. not suppression. 
The logic of effective anti-colonial struggle 
demanded mass participation. and that in it& turn 
required a degree of accommodation of alternative 
perspective&. 

Critical in this respect was the simultaneous. 
partly autonomous development of a variety of 
·subaltern' pressures "from below·, which could be 
kept within l imits by a Congress leadership of 
high-caste. middle-class professionals with 
considerable landed and business linkages. only 
through a careful mingling of concession 
with restraint. 

By the 1930s, elements of land reform. labour 
rights. and affirmative action on behalf of Dalits 
had come to be incorporated in ihe Congress 
programme - all elements totally absent earlier. 
What facilitated such openings. in addition, was a 
basic concern. not unmixed with a sense of guilt 
given their own relatively elite status. with the 
phenomenon of mass poverty. which 
ch.iractensed the anti -colonial intelligentsia 
right from ,ts beginnings. 

Nationalist thinking began m India with a 
cruique of British economic exploitation leading to 
1mmiserat1on. Remedial perspectives came to 
include independent indusl11al development along 
capitalist tines. socialistic alternatives associated 
with Nehru and the Left, Gandhian rur.:il self
development. and Ambedkante Datil empowerment. 

With all their differences and conflicts, all were 

rooted in this basic concern with mass povert}'· 
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A nahonalrsm wedded to accommodation of 
difference tended to imply a 'polit ical" or 
'temtori.it' notion or Indian national identity that 
would not be clo&ed to any section or communrty 
presently livmg m India, irrespective of cultural 
or ethnic origin. 

The unifying approach was embodied most 
f.imously, or course. m Gandhi"s life-long quest 
for peaceful conflict resolution through a 
principled and total reiect ron of all closed and 
polarised 1dent1ties. 

The many practical failures here are evident: 
most obviously. the violent religious civil \'tars that 
accompanied the transihon to independence 
But elements or abiding value appear at least as 
notable today. particularly in a world so often 
marked by bitter and mutually-destructive 
identity-conflicts. 

Indian anti -colonialism at its best displayed an 
unusual capacity to criticise itself. an ability to 
both affirm, and try to go beyond patriotic 
values - a strand noticeable both in Gandhi. and in 
the premier literary figure of that era, Tagore. 

Al every point. a sharp contrast is noticeable 
with the closed world of Hindutva. as well as with 
its Muslim communalist near-counterparts that 
were prominent in the closing decades ol colonial 
rule. but no longer much in evidence in post-191.7 
India (Mushm-maiority Pakistan and Bangladesh 
has an inverse s1tuat1onl. 

Developed from the 1920s on ideological 
foundations laid by Savarkar through the 
sustained cultural-educallonal work across many 
decades by the RSS and its ·family' or affiliates. for 
Hindutva the 'nation' can only be Hindu in a 
closed. near-monolithic sense. for everything 
revolves around religious-cultural origin. The 
enemy was the Indian Muslim or Christian. not 
really the British. even in colonial times. 

The RSS was also quite open in its aversion to 
democracy, at least till the advent of universal 
suffrage made courting the mass electorate 
unavoidable. Its leader, Golwalkar in his We, or 
Our Nationhood Defined { 1939/. rejected as absurd 
the idea that "all l iving in the country at present 
should unite on a common platform·. and held up 
Hitlers treatment oi Jews as a model for 
emulation by Hindus. 

As e lsewhere, such 
'libera lisation ' and 
globalisation has weakened 
labour unions and caused 
a cute misery among large 
numbers, but also produced 
unprecedented affluence and 
conspicuous consumption 
a mong a minority of upwa rdly 
mobile groups 

Hindutva has been marked also by two massive 
silences: regarding colonial rule. and concerning 
all issues of mass poverty In their stead. what has 
been propagated is a mythical history ol medieval 
Muslim tyranny and present-day existential threat. 
demanding mobilisation and revenge 

The climax of such cullural indoctnnallon. 
accelerated in recent yea, s by state patronage and 
hat (notably, a 'rewriting· of school history 
textbooks!. was manifested in Guiarat in earl~• 
2002, the one state wheie 1he BJP has had an 
absolute majority for more than a decade. 
Thousands of Muslims were butchered in a state· 
organised pogrom amidst scenes of bestial torture 
reminiscent of Nazi land apartheid) me1nods. 

H1ndutva ;:ippeared marginalised in the early 
post-Independence decados. following the shock 

of Gandhi·s assassination. The main opposition 
then came from the Left, with the Congress 
making occasional adjustments - as when It 
announced ·socialism· to be i ts objective on the 
eve of a vital state election in 1951.. 

Nehruvian 'developmental nationalism· was at 
its apogee. building up through state investments 
and planning an independent industrial base and 
benefiting from an iniernallonal si1uation far 
more favourable than it is for South Afnca today. 
Conversely, the resurgence of the Hindu Right, 
while re la led to the gradual declrne of the 
Congress and the inability of the Left to expand 
beyond a couple of regions, has coincided 
s1gnif1cantly \'/ith the turn towards nee-liberal 
economic policres that the Congress began 
but the BJP has carried lorward much 
more ruthlessly. 

The course of 20th century 
South Asian his tory, then, 
cannot be reduced to a s ingle 
colonial/anti-colonial binary 

As elsewhere. such 'liberalisation· and 
globalisation has weakened labour unions and 
caused acute misery among large numbers, but 
also produced unprecedented affluence and 
conspicuous consumption among a minority of 
upwardly mobile groups. Lil<e its Right-vi,ng 
counterparts elsewhere. the BJP in power sought 
10 combine wholesale openings to multinationals 
and an unprecedented tilt towards !he USA land 
even Israel/. with rel igious-cultural nationalism as 
a surrogate for the tacit surrender of political and 
economic independence. 

Mean\'/hile decades of democracy and 
enthusiastic participation in elections have helped 
to empower significant numbers of lower easies 
and Dalits. but politicisation among such groups 
so far has tended to take the path or narrow and 
frequently divisive and opportunistic identity 
politics. Hopes of a counterforce building up at 
these levels against the still upper-caste dominat
ed Hindu Right remain largely unrealised. 

Buttressed by favourable media predictions 
and a series of recent state-level victories. the 
BJP-led all iance went lo the polls with 
the slogan of ·shining India·. The election results. 
confounding all expectations. have been a great 
vindication of the power of Indian democracy. 

It is deeply significant. also, that despite 
massive efforts at religio-cultural nationalist 
indoctrination and a vicious personal campaign. a 
woman oi Ital ian and Christian origin could win a 

rural seat with a majority ol a quarter of a million 
votes Sonia Gandhi"s subsequent renunciation 
has only enhanced her high prestige. And while 
nee-liberalism was not raised as a major issue by 
the main ant1-BJP forces (except occasionally by 
the Left!. the poor in village and city alike have 
clearly voted against its disastrous consequences. 
at times irrespective of the parly implementing 
such policies. 

The Left has won a key position in the 
new parliament, while the new Congress led 
.illiance has adopted a Common Minimum 
Programme wah a certain Centre-Left slant. 

The luture remains uncertain, \'/ith a 
sl1ll- formidable Hindu Right and predictable 
national and international business pressures. 
But still, after many years. there seems a breath 
of hope. and renewed confidence. 

Sum,t Sarkar recently retir~d ns J Professor ol Modern 
ln01an History .il Oelh, Univcr~oty. He 1s the author of 
Sw3dcsh, /.fovl!mcnr ,n Beng.il 1903-08; Modern India 
1885-190: \Vritmg Social H,srory: Beyond N3t,on3l1sr 

Frami!s and, w,1h Tapan Basu ct.at, Khaki Shorts. 

Sa/Iron Flags, A Cn't,que of tl:C' Hindu Right. 
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Democracy in a Time of AIDS 
In all states, power rests ultimately on the ability to take the lire o f another. In South Africa, 
democratisation. with it s promise of ·a better Lile lor all', has been accompanied by an 

epidemic of AIDS which has inflicted mass death on the citizens or this democracy. 
This article urges us to pose questions about the meaning of our democracy - ond in 

particular the democratic right to life, along with the obligations associated wi th that right 
- in the light or the experience of AIDS. These quest ions have a particular urgency in the 

South African case, but they are pertinent globally, in asking us to think about how the 
global epidemic of AIDS affects the way we understand the rights and obligations of 
democratic ci tizenship. 
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Setting aside the global imprint of Nelson 
Mandela JS one of the pre-eminent moral hcroos 
of all ume, ,t 's probably true to s.:iy that the pre-

d d~c~de on South Africa Is best known for cc mg ~ u .

1 
.. 

h. Fi'rsl the Truth and Rcconc, IatIon two t Ings. , 

C S On a global icon of our capacity to have ommIs, . . 
produced a democracy without a violent rev~lutron. 

Second. there is President Thabo Mbek1 s 
dcn1at1sm on the face of the HIV/Aids ep1dem1c 

and his self-styling as an African s~ept1c of the 
western science of the HI viru!.. This combination 

is profoundly ironic. . 
The TRC represented an enactment of the wilt 

to speak. conrei;s and reconcile In the face of the 
horrors of the past In Mbeki's politics. we have 

an enactment of the will to silence and denial on 
the I.ice of the horror of the pr esent. 

Of course. they are different horrors and there 
~an be no simple comparisons. Yet the 
d1s1uncture remains compct!ong. 

The most recent example of the politics of 
denial was du11ng Mbcki's inauguration as 
president for a second term His InauguratIon was 
also the orfic1al celebration or a decade of 
democr.:icy and included the president's reflec 
tions on our record dur Ing this time. Yet I did not 
hear the president make any mention of HIV/AIDS. 

Within the context of 
our history, what does t he 
right to li fe mean? 

Let us remember that by the time South /\frica 
hosts the soccer World Cup rn 2010, many expect 
that about 8 to 10 m1ll1on people will have died or 
AIDS. depending. of course. on the impact or the 
anti-relrov1ral rott-oul. 

The president. I want to argue. docs not have 
the nght to remarn silent On the contrary. lhe 
constitution confers on him the obligation lo lake 
the lead in de-stigmatising the illness and 
renouncing the shame that as still allached to 11. 

This Is an argument which I want lo make in 
philosophical rather than polillcal terms. 
deducing it from the idea of our democracy, as It 
is set out in our constitution. My point of entry is 
narrowly and immediately political. with the 
question of presidential leadership on the AIDS 
question. But this leads me to pose a more 
broadly philosophical question. about the 
expectations we should have of our democracy in 
a time of AIDS. How does the proliferation ol AIDS 
inform the questions we need to ask in assessing 

the character and quality of our democracy' What 
1s the relationship between the politics of HIV/AIDS 
and the production of democratic citizens? More 
specifically, how does the AIDS epidemic rehgure 
the debate about the right to l i fe? 

As some scholars have argued. all power rests 
ultimately on the ability to take the life of another. 
The power to lei live and make die - bio-power, if 
you like - is the foundation upon which the ed1f1ccs 
or governance aro bui lt. In poor countr ies. the con
ditions of biologrcal citizenship are starkly framed 

by poverty and scarcity of resources. But the poli
tics of life and death is no less fundamental. 

It's under these conditions that we must ask 
ourselves certain questions: Under what 

conditions do we l ive or die? What orders of 
suffering are compatible with the tenets of our 

democracy? How. as democratic subjects. do we 
manage the protracted suffering inflicted by 
HIV/AIDS? What forms of care are required and 
what oblrgations do these impose on citizens as 

much as on the state? How do we reconcile a 
democracy, which promises new life to all, with an 
opidemic that rs inflicting mass death upon its 

citizens? Within the context of our history, what 
does the right to life mean? 



The right to life is considered to b b . . ea asIc 
human right. w hich means that it •s ll . 1 a ocated to 
all human beings 011 the basis of their 
shared humanity. 

This means, therefore that tlie d 1 . • 1. . • e 1n1 10n of 
our humanity. of what it means to be 1 • 

. . 1uman, 1s 
absolutely critica l to the meaning or th . 

1 
. 

. . eng1ttollfe. 
What 1s the notion of humanity th t . . . . . . a u11aerp1ns, 

informs and leg1t1m1ses the right to life in our 

Constitution? This question is closely related to a 
second one. Is the right to life merely a ri ht 
b. l . l l'f g to 
,o ogica 'e. or is it a claim and entitlement to a 

particular quality of life? And what are the 

obligations that the r ight to life produces. on the 
part of our fellow cit izens and the state, 10 
promote that qual ity of life? 

Section 9 of the constitution allocates an 

unquali fied right to life to al l citizens: ·every 
person shall have the right to life·. 

However. as Judge Albie Sachs has put it. this 
formulation is ·unadorned·. So the meaning or the 

r ight lo l ife, in constitutional terms, will depend 
very much on how it is interpreted in the 

judgments of the constitutional court. 

These judgments are complex and it seems 

clear that the r ight to tile is so far relatively 
unexplicated. 

Even so. there seems to be a consensus that 
the right to life is fundamental. in ways which 

other r ights are not. Many of the constitutional 
court j udges have stated explicitly that they regard 

the right to life as the primary right. They atso 

associate the right to life very closely with the 

right to dignity, to the point where they become 
opposite sides or the same coin. 

Therefore. in trying to pin down what the r ight 

to life means, we have to consider more closely 
how the constitution, and its inter pretation by the 

court, gives meaning lo the idea of our common 

humanity. and with it. the idea of human dignity. 

The Constit ution is wri tten and represented as 

an historic document - not in the sense of being 

memorable (although it is. of course I. but in the 
sense of understanding and motivating the alloca

tion or r ights in the context of a part icular history. 

The pre-199.G period is read as one in which 

dignity was profoundly violated. by a regime of 
government which ·trampled on the basic 

humanity of citizens· Ito quote Judge Mogorol. 

The Constitut ion is presented as a 'bridge' 

between 'the past of a deeply divided society 
characterised by strife, conflict, untold suffering 

and injustice. and a future founded on the recog
nit ion of human rights· (Judge Langal. So the right 

to dignity is itself a form of historical reparation. 

restoring that which was denied in the past. 

This historical sensibili ty adds further to the 
sense of the primacy of the righ t to l ife. and its 

close articulation w ith the r ight to dignity. It's 
especially now, at this moment in South Africa·s 

history, that the right to l ife is so emphatically 
asserted. As Justice Langa puts it. 'the emphasis 

I place on the right to life is, in part. influenced by 
the recent experiences of our people in this 

country. The history of past decades has been 
such that the value of l i fe and human dignity has 

been demeaned·. 
So. the meaning of the idea of dignity is 

profoundly l inked to the experience and memory 

of its lack. 
Both the Constitution and the ru lings of the 

constitut ional court give additional content to the 

idea of human dignity through recourse to the 
concept of ubuntu. It's there in the Constitution, 

but undefined. 
The idea of ubuntu is sometimes m is-used or 

over-used. in ways w hich may detract from a 

serious engagement with what it might mean and 

entai l. From a philosophical point of view. 

however. the Constitution obliges i ts citizenry, the 

state and the constitutional court, to take the idea 

very s_eriously. It's somewhere at the heart of the 
meaning of our democracy. Lan1entin9 the 

transgressions or human rights in the past. the 
p~Sl~amble of the Constitution links human 
dignity very closely to the concept of ubuntu 

Th . · . . 
e Judgements 01 the constitutional cour t 

expli~al~ the linkage mon• fully. As Judge Langa 

puts '1• ubuntu· refers to a ·culture which places 
~orne emphasis on communality. and 011 the 

,nterdependence of the rnembers of a community. 
It recognises a person's sta tus as a human be1ng, 

entitled to unconditional respect . dignity, value 
and acceptance from the members oi the 

community such persons happen 10 be part of. 

How do we reconcile a 
democracy, which promises 
new life to all, with an 
epidemic that is inflicting 
mass death upon its citizens? 

It also entails the converse .. the person has the 
corresponding duty to give the same respect, 
dignity. value and acceptance to each member of 
that community'. 

So. from a philosophical and jurisprudential 
point of view. ·ubuntu· inserts into the constitution 
what Judge Sachs cal led ·a new analytical 
framework based on the notion of human 

interdependence. A healthy l ife depends an social 
interdependence·. 

The right to life. then. entails the right to a li fe 

which is marked by respect. dignity. freedom. and 
also encompasses a right to support. compassion 

and inclusion from the communlly - all the more 
so, given the country's pre-democratic history. 

This presumably spans the nation as well as small 
and immediate communities. 

So the right to tile is also associated with some 
strong obligations on the part of others. as well as 

the state, to acknowledge many modes of moral. 
social and cultural interdependency and to act m 

ways that promote and strengthen it. And these 

obligations are that much more compelling, in the 
l ight of the denial of dignity in the past. 

But in what ways does our fundamental 

humanity consist in being part of a community? 
What sort of community and what sort of 
part icipation? 

Some elements of an answer lie in the idea of 

our Truth and Reconciliat ion Commission. The link 
between the idea of the TRC and the text of the 

constitut ion is explicit in the constitutional 
provision on national unity and reconciliation. 
which calls for 'the need for understanding, but 
not for vengeance, a need for reparation but not 

retaliation. a need for ubuntu but not for 
victimisat ion·. The Constitution and the TRC 

invoke the same notion of human dignity: but its 
meaning is more fully developed in the TRC. 

The idea of the TRC links the concept of our 
hum,mity to our capacity and prerogative to speak. 

The r ight to speak. and to be heard. is 
fundamentally constitu tive of being human, as 

well as being humane. Indeed. being human and 
being humane are close to being co-terminus. 

One of the philosophical premises or the TRC is 
that in the midst of horror and suffering, sitence is 

inhumane. Community. in an important sense. is 
constituted as a part icular kind or speech act: its 

boundaries are defined by those who are party to 
the act of speech. 

So the right to li fe includes. within its ambit. 
the right to speak and be heilrd - because these 

are among the basic ingredients of human dignity. 
realised by way of relationships of respect and 

compassion between ·speakers·. 
What then oi the positive obligations on the 

par t of the state in respect of the right to life? 

Jurisprudentially. this issue is largely untested. 
But there is a normative or prescriptive concep
tion of the stale emerging from the Judgments al 

the constitutional court. As Judge Langa puts it. 
the state is a ro te model for our society. A culture 

of respect for human life and dignity. based on the 
values reflected in the constitution. has to be 

engendered and the state must take the lead' 
We have established that the right to life, a 

fundamental human right, Is the right to a 
dignified l ife, the meaning of which has in some 

respects been quite boldly specified: inclusion in a 
moral community, which enacts vatues of respect. 
compassion and solidarity, and which provides a 
space to speak and be acknowledged, In the cause 
of human dignity. 

In the midst of a still 
widespread sense of AIDS as 
a shameful and stigmatised 
illness, people with AIDS 
are n-1t permitted to inhabit 
the moral community 
implicit in the idea of South 
Africa's democracy 

Also. philosophically speaking. the state is 

duty-bound to give moral leadership in th is 
respec t. especially given its historic role at the 

helm of the democratisation of the society, and in 

the midst of powerful memories of the denial of 
human dignity in the past. 

Surely this has very powerful implications for 
the politics of AIDS. We know that the lives of 
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people with AIDS are often r idden with rhe pain of 
stigma and shame. along with the bodily pain of 
an often excruciating and protracted process of 
dying Although the stigma or AIDS is not fully 
understood. we can safely say that to be 

stigmillised is to be relegated to a quality of tile 
whicl1 falls far short of the idea of l ife embodied in 
the constitutional right to l ife - in the lack of 
recognition, compassion and dignity. 

In the midst of a stilt widespread sense of AIDS 
as a shameful and stigmatised illness. people with 
AIDS are not permitted to inhabit the moral 

community which is implicit in the idea or South 
Africa·s democracy. And that. surely. produces a 
series of posit ive obligation!'> on our leadership to 
act. Doesn·t the prerogative of polit ical power in 
our democracy in a t ime of AIDS. and in the midst 

of memories of past suffering, entail the positive 
obligation to re instate the digni ty of people with 

AIDS as members of South Alrica·s democratic 
communi ty, as much as citizens with their own 

particular needs and entitlements? 
A similar case can be made in respect of 

fellow citizens The right to remain silent, to look 
away. when it comes to HIV/AIDS, looks somewhat 

less plausible when read against the full import of 
the right to tife and the obligations that this 

imposes on the citizens and leadership of a 
democratic country. 

Deborah Pose( is Professor of Sociology al 'he 
University of Witwatersrand. and Director of lhe Wits 
ln~titutc for Social and Economic Research (WISERI. Her 
publications include The /!,faking of ApiJrthc,d. 

/9~8-1961 as well as Apartheid's GE-ncsis (with Phil 
Bonner and Peter Oetiusl: and Commissioning the Past: 

Understanding South Alrica·s Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (with Graeme Simpson!. 
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Historic Trauma and the 
Politics of the Present • India 

India has had a very different history o f v iolence and conflict from South Afr ica·s. yet each democracy has had to face 

questions of how to deal with memories of pa st suffe r ing. which bear directly on the quali ty of polit ical life in the 
present. In India. t he dream of national independence in 1947 rapidly changed into a n igh tm are of religious and ethnic 

violence. Britain's Empire in the sub-continent was divided into two countries, Muslim-based Pakistan and 
constitutionally secular India. amidst horrific massacres of Muslims, Hindus and Sikhs. This exper ience has remained 
a fundamental t rauma in India's national psyche. This article looks to the South Afr ican Trut h and Reconciliation 

Commission as offering India a potentially creative way o f deal ing w ith the wounds of the past. It identi fies in the 
recent South African experience a model of dealing with history which avoids the twin dangers of forgetting, or 
uncritically rehearsing an accepted ver sion of the past. 

The terr ible exper ience of the parti tion of our 
country in 1947 left up to 2 mill ion dead. 75 000 
women violated and about 12 million homeless. 
From the 1980s. it has come to be seen a!". the 
fundamental and originating trauma of 
independence. which has resurfaced from the 
repressed past. to revisit the present with the 
horror!". of communal separation. 

In 1984. the violent pogrom against the Sikhs 
caused the death of 3 000 Sikhs in the capital city 
of Delhi. This was followed rapidly by recurrent 
and escalating violence against Muslims 
throughout the country. 

The belief in peace and development. which 
was promised by the creation of an independent 
secular state. seemed to disappear. 

This predicament prompted scholars to revisi t 
the memory of parti tion that had shadowed our 
post-colonial life from its founding moment. They 
sought to dismantle the strategies of forgetting 
that had hidden the public memory of partition. 
and to recover the traumas of parti tion along with 
the identities that it produced. 

Their work achieved much. It broke the simple 
opposition of Hindu versus Muslim, which the 
existing story of violence had imposed. 

It painted a more complex picture. in which a 
multiplicity of identities had been mobilised in acts 
ol violence. 

It exposed the bewilderment and loss 
experienced by common people in the aftermath. 
as they bore the burden of closed-door 
negotiations by top leaders, on their bleeding 
bodies, broken homes and bereaved hearts. 

Yet these studies have overlooked another 
order of memorialisation. and a different kind or 
trauma. produced by the narratives of Hindutva. 
the ideology and institutional structures or Hindu 
supremacist national ism. 

These stories are contained in the oral 
narratives of the pracharaks !preachers/ 
propagandists) of the Rashlriya Swyamsevak 
Sangh or RSS !National Volunteers Organisation). 
which is regarded as the vanguard of the extensive. 
interlocking network of affiliated organisations and 
discourses that make up the Hindulva 'family". 
Such stories of the past have been repeated and 
disseminated through a wide range of media. 

The spectre of partition was evident in the 
anti -Muslim pogrom of 2002 in Gujarat, which was 
organised by the RSS, and abetted by the Gujarat 
government ruled by the BJP. the political front of 
the RSS. The ideologues and r ioters called Muslim 
residents 'Pakistans·. and the parti tion was 
repetitively enacted by waves of ethnic cleansing. 

Terrorised by spectacular acts of brutality -
oi cutting up and literally exploding children 
pumped with kerosene; raping, dismembering and 
burning adult bodies: targeting only Muslim 
proper ties - the Musl ims were first pushed into 
relief camps. From there. they were evicted and 
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'disappeared·, alter the camps were forcibly dis
mantled following Hindutva allegations that these 
il l- led. humiliated people were planning a jihad! 

V.P. Singha!. the Working President of the 
V1shwa Hindu Parishad !World Hindu Association. 
the religious wing of the RSS) announced: ·111he 
Muslims continue to take the country towards 
partit ion. they would have to stay in rel ief camps 
l ike in Gujarat·. 

What I have said so far may seem to indicate 
that the Gujarat pogrom simply repeated the 
trauma of the partition. However. there 1s another 

The Hindu subject is enjoined 
to master his traumas by 
mastering the Muslim 

trauma - the organising trauma. i f you like - which 
was at play here in forming the violence. 

Singhal also celeorated the violence: 'The 

Gujarat r iots were a sign of Hindu valour and it 
was divine force that had given Hindus the courage 
to stand up lo the attackers. For the first t ime in 
one thousand years Hindus had given their 
attackers a befitting reply·. 

What Singhal refers to here 1s the trauma of the 
Muslim invasion of India. the alleged traumas of 
dispossession. killing. rape and desecration, that 
are obsessively memorialised in different ways by 
the many discursive productions. practices and 
spatial orderings of the Hindu Iva 'family". 

There are two points I wish to make on the 
nature of this trauma 

The first is that it is the memorialised trauma 
of the nation. It is imagined. The idea of monolithic 
Hindu and Muslim communities warring over 
national boundaries was not obviously available 
before the invention of the Indian nation in the 
nineteenth century. 

The second, and more significant. feature is 
that this trauma is hitched to a project of 
empowerment. 

The national trauma of Hindus seeks not simply 
to memorialise the past, but also to use this to 
reverse and overcome the trauma of the past. 
This is the point of Singhal's celebration of Hindu 
·valour in the Gujarat r iots. 

The Hindutva discourse of the past reitera tes 
the traumas of Muslim invasion in order to nol ju!>t 
seek revenge !although that is included). but to 
represent the past as a burden that needs to be 
reversed in the present. The Hindu subjeCl is 
enjoined to master his traumas by mastering 
the Muslim. 

The eff icacy of this narrative of trauma was 
demonstrated in the different kinds of violence 
against Muslims in Gujarat, particularly in the 
absence of a sense of regret or remorse on the 

part of the rioters. 
In earlier riots - I personally remember the 

anti-Muslim riot!. of 1964 in Calcutta and the 1984 
r iots in Delhi - the carnival of violence was 
accompanied by a sense of oppressiveness. There 
were widespread demands for peace alter the 
cess<>llon of violence, sometimes accompunied by 
public participation in acts of public healing such 
as working with relief camps. But in Gujarat. i t was 
difficult lo find remorse. 

Instead there was a gener.:il sutisfaction thal 
the Muslim!". deserved what they had got. There 
was no concern for the victims. simply un 
aff irmation of the refashioned Muslim-less space 
of everyday life. as muny former neighbours turned 
away Muslims who have returned from relief 
camps to reclaim their homes. 

How can one confront the escalating violence of 
this imagined trauma? Whal promise does 
intellectual freedom hold m shaking i ts thrall? 

ft seems to me that th,s project needs to address 
the more general problem of relating lo the past. 

The idea of empowerment achieved through the 
mastery of an imagined master trauma 1s based on 
the use or the past as an allegorical resource. That 
Is. the binaries of past violence between Hindus 
and Muslims provide an allegorical frame by which 
the present can be mapped and orgunised. 

To experience the past as trauma explains (and 
adds to) the burdens or the present. Th,s 
allegorisation of the present by the past, I suggest. 
produces a double repression. 

It represses the past as a field of change. along 
with the mdtiple relationships !ranging from 
contradiction to complementarity) between 
different identit ies which inhere ,n it. 

It likewise represses the complexities of the 
present. and also prevents a sense of the present. 
by which I mean an engagement with the specific 
kinds or injustices that structure the present. The 
ways things have been in the past is made to seem 
fixed. for the future as much as the present. 

Clearly an alternative relationship to the past 
needs more elaboration that either space or 
thinking will allow here. But I think some valuable 
clues are provided in Desmond Tutu·s remarkable 
Foreword to the Truth and Reconcil iation 
Committee report, and particularly. its normative 
approach to historical truth. 

At the core of its thoughts on truth is the notion 
of a negotiated truth. 

This does not s1mpl)• mean a truth that 
establ ishes itself by becoming acceptable to all 
parties !even if that happens in different meas• 
uresl. Rather. 11 ,s an idea of the truth that negoti
ates between concl?ptions of past and present. 

Th,s involves. first. a separation of the past 
from the present. 

Indeed the TRC was founded on the di fference 
between the apartheid past and the post- 199G 
commilml?nt to a non-racial future. And the 
TRC suggests that the difference of the past 
must be constituted on the basis oi ·evidence· 
and 'informat ion·. 

This close visualisation of the past was crucial. 
for the TRC had to unpack a system of silences 
and repressions. It was also necessary to f,x 
responsibility and faciluate the processas of 
healing and JUSlice !even if these have been 
found wanting). 

Second. this idea of an ascertainable past has 
to negotiate with the notion that the full truth of 
the past cannot be grasped. Memories and 
histories will always conflict: maybe neither of 
them has 1he capacity to know everything 1n the 
first place. This understanding informs the TRC 
assertion that ·evidence· really ofiers 'clues that 
leao to .:i truth. that will. in the very nature of 
things. never be fully revealed·. 

The TRC limits itself to providing a 'perspective· 
on historical truth. a particular view that does not 

devalue the possibility of knowing the past even as 
it opens up the category of historical truth to 

its partial i ty. 
In doing this. ,t opens out an invitation: it has. 

as it assures us. started a process of truth• 
seeking. It therefore remains open to cr iticism and 

to better versions of the truth. 
This notion of historical truth is important to us 

rn India - not Iust to fight the dc:-nials of the past by 
perpetrators who assume that the representation 
ol the past ,s its only truth. or to l ight the 
censorship of history which regimes of violence 
use to leg1t1mIse themselves. 

It 1s also useful to address wnat seems to lie at 
the heart of proiects of imagined trauma. 

This concerns the erasure of the boundaries 
between past and present. and the resulting 
instrumenlalisation of the past for the present fas 
its allcgonsation indicates). Linked to this Is a 

process that feushises the past and represses 
the present. 

As against lhis. the TRC stresses a past that 
negot,ates with the open-endedness oi its 
understandings and relationships with the present. 
II thereby replaces the search for corroboration or 
cert itude rn !he past. with an understanding of the 
past that invites constant revision. precisely 

because we can never attain futf knowledge about 
it. And it opens up the present to a sense ol its 
ruptures. complexities and responsibilities. 

In short, what the TRC opens up is the 
possibility ol inhabiting a cosmopol itanism of time. 

What the TRC opens up is 
the possibility of inhabiting a 
cosmopolitanism of time 

Putting this in the terms of the TRC itself. it 
invites us to the past as another ·country·. Thal is, 
to look on it as another habitation with mul tiple ties 
of intimacy that always surpr ise. because they 
proceed from a position of difference. Of course. 
the countries of the past will be very different from 
the ones in space. 

The past possesses us with a sense of intimacy 
and continui ty. And this Is al so necessary to recog
nise. for 1t can lead us to understand the deep 
historical formations that we inhabit ,n the present. 

But emphasising the distinctiveness of the 
present will remind us that histor ical formations 
are dynamic - and that intimacies held 
unchangingly can congeal and harden. 

Worse, they can become capital. For instance. 
yesterday's condition of collective disempowerment 
can provide a discourse for an aspiring elite to 
monopolise the advantages or affirmative action. 
even as the unjust condition of ,ts collective 
continues to lester. This ,s a cliched example. 

perhaps. but i t generates impor tant questions. 
Would such a si tuation be regar ded as a 

necessary phase of transition to a more just order: 
if so. how long would that transit ion be seen to be 
necessary? 

And above all, to what extent do class and other 
affiliations interrupt the earlier 1dent1ly of uniform 
disempowerment? 

These questions can only be posed and debated 
if the present is understood in its own terms, as 
representing a reality different from the past. 
without either the comforts of amnesia or the 
repalition of traumatic memorialisation. 
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The Right to the City 
The apartheid city is typical[ touted . 
other parts of the world l y I b as a negative role model for urban planners in 
engineering imposed o , thargle y ecause of t he fragmentation that apartheid social 
f n e 1ves of urban ·d t U 
ragrnentation were fo 'bl . . res1 en s. nder apartheid the lines of 

d . rc1 y racIahsed This . t·t . 1· . . , 
ernol1sh ed, whi le oth ·t . · . ins I ut1ona Ised rac1alisation has been ·r· er s1 es o f splintenn . y 

uni 1ed and orderly city. t . g rema in. et the aspiration to a wholly 
. is no n ecessarily d . . bl . . 

a rgues , somewhat contro . LI esira e . or a ttainable. This article 
versIa y t hat the . t 

marked the apartheid c·1t II , pers1s e nt legacy of fragmentation which 
Yo ers u nloresee .. 

and are engaged in daily st I n opportun1t1es to t hose who l ive in it now 
d rugg es for survival a d b'l' I . 

an discrepant orders of u b 1.1 
11 mo I ity. ronically, such multiple ·r r an I e can be seen to h l . . 

Cl res around the wo r l d today. c arac e n se, increasi ngly, m any 

South African urbanism durinn ti 
~ 1e past decade 

~eftects some of lhe most innovative pol icy and 
1nstitut1onal manoeuvr-es applied 1 .1. . o cI Ies anywhere 
F~om i~teg~a_tcd _developnient planning. . 
c1 oss-~ubsrd1sat1on of urban services th 

, c massive 
overhaul of local authori ties. lo lhe selective 

deployment of infr·as1ructure pro1·ecl s lo f ·1·1 . l. acI I ale 
soc1a integration, interventions have sub!:>tantially 
remade the urban landscape with l imited 
capital budgets. 

Cities everywhere 
have become increasingly 
fragmented 

Yet it is as much the apar theid city as the 

innovations of the past decade which speak to 
urban futures globally. 

Cities everywhere have become increasingly 
fragmented. Globally, over the past decade, the 

unifying functions of cities as domains of publicity, 

as arenas of national belonging, and as facilitators 

of social cohesion, have substantially been eroded. 
Yet South African cit ies have simultaneously tried 
to become more coherent urban systems. and 
more connected to regional and global economies. 

South African urban pol icy-makers have tried 

hard to l ilt in the gaps engineered by apartheid -

the gaps between a modern urban existence for a 
few and the life of a refugee camp for the majority. 

Since enormous resources were spent lo enforce 

a fractured urban landscape, ten years is hardly a 

sufficient amount of time to redo this architecture. 
The question becomes. with l imited resources 

how does one proceed to remake South African 
cit ies in the future? What kinds of speeds are 

involved? What constitutes strategic sites of 

intervention with maximum multiplier effects? 

To what extent can and should the infrastructures 
of connection - between the township, the 

peri-urban. the downtown, the economic enclave, 
the high and low-density residentia l areas - be 

specified, and by whom? 

Given the extent to which a highly fractured 

landscape remains. and is reproduced in new spa
t ial dimensions, what kinds ol connections can 

take place between different facets of the urban 
environment and over what period of t ime? Whal 

kind of time is at work in the eastern CBO of 

Johannesburg where illegal housing in mothballed 
office buildings meets an emerging regional 

fashion district, meets the fort ified enclaving of 
the ABSA Bank district. meets the refashioned 

muti market, meets new social housing 
developments, meets the largely informal 

appropriation of the former tight manufacturing 
district for art isanal production? 

Within the central business district, multiple 
things are happening, but at different speeds: the 
haemorrhaging of business headquarters to the 

northern suburbs: the entrenchment of Anglo 
American in a particular corner of the western 

CBD. which opens onto a reinforced cultural 
precinct; and the continued occupation of 

commercial office space for residence. How are 
these divergent trajectories going to meet over 

!what kind of) time? 
Like much of Africa, the discernment between 

night and day, present and past. is minimal for 

many South African urban youth. Without any 

prospect of employment, there is no platform to 

signal progression from youth to adulthood; l it tle 

l ikelihood of viable social reproduction - of family, 

cultural value. memory. Their l ives are analogous 

to those of people who inhabit refugee camps - an 

endless present unavailable to pol itics, 

unavailable to the elaboration of institutions and 

ways of life capable of marking a passage of time. 

of rendering what one does today in some larger 

ti=i•ni'HM1t·•1• a-w, 
frainew~rk of purpose and meaning. Yel they loo, 
have n right 10 the city. 

The right lo the city is not 111 lhc end reduced 
to llie right lo be maint.:i1ned in the city - that 

•s. lo be housed and serviced. It must mctude the 
right to use the city as an arena of mutable 

aspirations, lo varying degrees of realisa tion. 

Cri tical to th is t,nfolding of different ways of 
using and being in the city. is the divergent 
composition of lhe cit)' itsel f - its movements 

toward decline and ascendancy, its varied juxta
posit ions of planning and improvisation, of 

business and residence, of security and insecurity. 
Viewing the right lo the city as the right to 

pursue multiple aspirations, ensures that no 
structure of governance can ever really manage 

the activation of this right. In other words, it can 
never grant the resources or the platform on 
which different kinds of residents in lhe city can 
equally pursue I heir aspirations. Urban 

government may guarantee, as best as It is able, 
that the pursuit of aspirations entai led in act ing 

on the righ t to the city neither harms, injures nor 
marginalises specific residents. But it can be 
neither the purveyor of a speci fic aspiration nor 
the patron of all aspirations. 

The pursuit of aspirations i tself largely 

depends on what kinds of connections residents 
can put together between the diverse 

infrastruc tures, spaces. populations. inst11utions, 
and economic activities of the ci ty. The more 

governments attempt lo specify those connec tions 
and to develop a fixed overarching map of just how 
integration is lo take place and how spaces are to 

be used. the more it tends to contract the 
possibilities diverse residents have of finding a 
way lo pursue this right. 

Urban policy, infrastructure, and economic 

development interventions are important loots 
with which to cross the gaps of disarticulated 
cities. Yet it remains the presence of urban 

residents themselves, and their varied uses of 
each other as instruments to real ize particular 

aspirations and imaginaries. that constitute the 
most significant form ol urban connectivity. 

Cities everywhere are a patchwork of increas
ingly dense infrastructures - optic fibre cables. 

surveillance systems, bundled packages of diverse 
services, and highways dedicated to private use -
and vast expanses of decayed or underutilised 
bui l t environments. The ci ty in its very physicality 
has become largely disjointed, and deprived of an 
overarching institutional log,c or public discourse 

capable of tying its heterogeneous residents 
together in some conviction of common belonging 
or reference. 

South African urbanism 
during the past decade 
reflects some of the most 
innovative policy and 
institutional manoeuvres 
applied to cities anywhere 

As such, there is little to deter the proliferation 
of many different impressions and interprelal1ons 

concerning what is taking place in the city. There 
are a wide range of discrepant imaginaries about 

the built environment, how i t operates. what it 
looks l ike, and what takes place within it. 

If we take the inner city of Johannesburg. 
residence often means living in buildings that 

frequently tack basic amenit ies and security, or 

where provisioning of both requires substantial 

financial and personal investments. In addition 

residents have to cope with an incessant preying 
upon their own vulnerabilities. 

For. the inner city ,s an environment of trickery 
and deception, as well as one structured by the 
need to forge solid relationships of mutual 
dependency. Because such dependency ,soften 
relied upon in order to make ends meel, residents 
are alt the more vulnerable to deception. Fellow 
residents who otherwise might look out for each 
other can also give information to thieves about 
who may not be 1n their apartments at certa,n 

For all of th e suffering 
it generated, for all of t he 
ways it ripped off the best 
years of entire generations 
and deprived people of 
having aspirations to pursue, 
the very fracturing which is 
the unavoidable legacy of 
many South African cities 
may actually be a blessing 
in disguise 

l imes. Sexual partners are especially held in 
suspicion as the rights each individual in the 
couple would normally grant also leave them 
vulnerable to being taken advantage of. The 
desperation for jobs has cultivated an enormous 

rndustry of fake employment agencies and 
shakedown schemes. Residents are conscious 
about displaying any weakness. and cont inuously 
watch what they say about themselves, what they 

wear, the routes they travel. and the company they 
are seen with. Even in cursory relationships with 
neighbours or associates. a person cannot be 
construed as having significant relationships in 

the event that others to whom these associates 
may owe money or are perce,ved to have harmed 
in some way decide to hold that person as 
somehow culpable. 

What wilt this took like over t ime: what kind of 
urban citizen Is constructed: how wilt new forms 

of sociality be created, and what t ime is required? 
In some areas. such as the inner city of 

Johannesburg. the extent of demographic shifts 
may be unprecedented in contemporary urban 

history. Also unprecedented Is the degree to which 
social boundaries are marked b)' spatial 

arrangements in high density quarters. and the 
ways in which the physical trappings of wealth and 

sccunty can be penetrated by ·roving bands' of 
·opportunists' taking w hatever they can. 

The intense levels of contestation over who has 
the 'right' to do what in South African cities 

produces a situa tion where things can happen 
very quickly. Urban dwellers don't. as a result. feel 

constrained by the sense that specific places and 

resources belong to only certain kinds of uses or 

identi ties. There are constanl, and often violent. 
arguments in apartment blocks. on 5treels, in 

taxis. in schools, and in stores about who can do 
whal where. Such argumentation can open up 
places lo greater flexibility as to their use. but it 
also can break down the integrity of places and a 
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sense of propriety, which in turn, makes them 
vulnerable to 1ncursion5 and distortions of alt kinds. 

Drawing 011 urban survival strategies used 
durong apartheid to avo,d pass laws and other 
forms of state surveillance. populations proficient 
in sending the ·wrong signals can continue to do 
so in order to 'win' spaces of autonomous act ion. 
Who is a ·real' pol ice-per5on. security guard, 
domestic, gardener. deliverer, and who isn't, is 
not only increasingly hard to discern. but in many 
cases doesn't mailer, as levels of complicity 
between the real and the 'pretender· intensify. 

At other times. things move slowly. since 
urban residents know that many people arc paying 
attention to what they do. and they then try to 
contorm to some sense of what can pass as 
conventional in order not to stand out. 

So in South African cities. spaces can change 
very quickly and also not at all. 

low-level computing and telecommunications 
intersect with the capacity of many urban 

residents. out of the loop of regularised formal 
employment, to develop a finely-tuned sense 

about lhe flows in the city. People coming and 
going from residences and businesses. changing 
shirts, loading and unloading trucks, flows of cars 
from parking lots, give rise to unexpected ways of 
intervening into urban space. Whatever their legal 
nature, however fraudulent the intent, the 
remarkable proliferat ion of scams and schemes of 
alt kinds across urban South Africa not only point 
to the desperation people have about finding 
employment and places to live, bul also the 

capacity of residents to converge in all kinds of 
combinations. generate money on the basis of 
almost nothing. 

l am not encouraging the elaboration of such 
illegality per se. But it does point to how 
generative other kinds of experimentations with 
minimal technological investment could be in 

br inging together different kinds of actors under a 
variety of circumstances. This is particularly the 
case as more and more people do not live as 
conventional families. do not work conventional 

jobs. and see themselves as prepared to be many 
different kinds of things for many different kinds 
of people. 

ft 1s similar to what Franz Fanon talked about 

in the Wretched of the Earth - the notion that the 
time lost 1n allowing people lo find their own 

vernaculars and practices for realising t hemselves 
as crea tors of l ife, and not just consumers or 

vict ims of it - is recuperated in the advent of real 
collective change 

For all of the suffering it generated, for all of 
the ways it ripped off the best years of entire 
generations and deprived people of having 

aspirations to pursue, the very fracturing which is 

the unavoidable legacy of many South African 
cities may actually be a blessing in disguise. 
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The State of Democracy: 
Comparing Russia and South Africa 

The character of the state plays a major role in determining whether the transition from authoritarianism to 

democracy succeeds or fails. In the case of South Afr ica. the state rnmained relat ively intact t hrough the transition. even 

if its institutional fabric was weakened in ways which a ffected the capaci ty to control crime and corruption. In the case 

of post-Soviet Russia, the transition was far deeper and more wide-ranging, producing a more serious crisis of the state. 

In the midst of simultaneously fundamental processes of political and economic restructuring, private security forces, 

along with networks of organised crime. came to fulfi l many of t he functions of the state. Notwithstanding the ideology 

of 'the free market'. capitalist re lations and institutions cannot survive without regulation. By examining aspects of the 

transitions in post-Soviet Russia and South Africa post-apartheid. this article underlines the centrali ty of the slate. and 
thereby highlights some key differences between the two cases of democrat1sation. 

----------------------mmssm 
The fall of apartheid in South Africa and of 
communism in Russia nearly coincided in time. 

The circumstances of regime crisis in both coun

tries also looked somewhat similar. Both regimes 
failed to win semi-declared wars in neighbouring 

countries (Angola, Mozambique and Afghanistan, 
respectively). Both faced increasing international 

isolation; both accumulated internal structural 
tensions that impeded economic growth: and both 

sensed growing popular pressure. The new 
leaders. Gorbachev and de Klerk. both initiated a 

controlled regime change from above. In both 

cases, controlling the change proved more 
difficult than unleashing it. and both countries 

soon faced dramatic unintended cons.equences. 
Yet these similarities remain superficial. 

Differences in social structures, ethnic 
composition, and economic systems between the 
two countries are so strong that it is difficult to 

identify comparable units. 
Still. one aspect that invites a comparative 

analysis is the trajectory of the state. Both the 

Soviet Union and apartheid South Africa depended 
heavily upon state structures for their survival and 

reproduction. And in each case, the strong 
authoritar ian s.tate - and especially its police and 

security forces - posed a major problem during 

the transition. 
The stale is a set of institutions which can be 

defined by reference to its means. rather than 
goals or people who serve the state. As 

organisations seeking to gain monopolistic 
control over the use of violence. and to employ it 

in governing economic and civic relations within a 
given ter r itory. states have existed in many parts 

of the world and in different historical per iods. 
They can be compared with reference lo their 

efficacy, degree of autonomy, and the legitimacy 
of their claim to protect and govern. 

Corruption, state capture 
by regional elites, and 
involvement of police corps in 
organised cr ime reflect major 
dimensions of state crisis 

The behaviour of stales and state capacily are 

especially important during societal 
transformations. If social changes are quick, 
radical and revolutionary, slates largely determine 

the outcome. They provide a basic insti tutional 

framewor·k to shape the emerging new order. The 

state is usually the locus of political slruggle, as 
well as an autonomous force that can decisively 

influence social change. If the state is weak or 

defunct, social change risks spinning out of 

control and descending into violence. 
Both South Africa and the Soviet Union had 

repressive and militarised states, so that 
democratic transition inevitably ran into similar 

sets of problems, irrespective of whether or not 

they were understood and articulated by the new 

groups in power: what should be done with the 

people who worked for the old repressive state? 

What is to be done with the bureaucracy, police 

and security forces at the local as well as. regional 
level? These groups, in turn, actively sought to 
reposition themselves during the transition 
process. lo influence or to adapt to changes. 

Every revolution star ts from attacking and 
destroying the slate, and every revolution ends up 

in trying to restore state capacity 1f it wants lo 
survive. This principle found its peCtJl1ar 

realisation in both countries. 

At the oulsel of democratic re form in Rus.sia. 

the state was seen largely as the repressive 
organisation that could block the reform. 

According to the na'ive conception of reform 
circula ting al the time. the miracle of the market 
economy would happen just by virtue of 
abandoning state regulation and privatising 
formerly stale economic assets. 

The idea that both democracy and the marke t 
presuppose some kind of order, and crit ically 

depend on this order, was somehow forgotten. 

Furthermore. it is. di fficult. if not impossible, to 
change the economic order and the polit ical 

regime, including the state. simultaneously. The 
s.tate provides institutional structures l hal govern 
emerging markets Conversel1•, well-functioning 

markets. lhe property-owning class and 
institutionalised economic interests that emerge 
as. their corollary, normally provide the basis for 

future democracy, and generate demand for law 
and order. So i f states pursue politic at and 
economic reforms at the same l ime, they r isk 

chaotic and uncontrollable change. 
South Africa went through a similar pol itical 

change in some respects. But i ts strong market 

economy provided a very important comparative 
advantage with regard to transition outcomes. 

Most notably, demands for a rad ical change of 
property regime and nationalisation - so much 
feared because of the left-wing affi liations of 
SACP, ANC and COSATU - were very quickly put 

off the agenda. 
South Africa made fundamental changes to its 

political order. Russ.ia, in a bl indly courageous 

effort. pursued fundamental political and 
economic change at the same time. 

The transi tion from a state-controlled 

economy to the free market may be understood as 
involving two major 'moves·. ·Move A' is the 

trans fer of economic assets into private 

ownership and the removal of price control. 
'Moves· is the creation of institutions for 
registrnlion. transaction. and protettion of private 

property. and the enforcement of rules defined by 

these institutions. 
'Move A' implies a w ithdrawal of the state frnrn 

direct management of the economy. 

'Move B' reintroduces the state in a di fferent role: 
it sets the rules. arbitrates disputes and enforces 

property rights. This process of instilut1on-buildmg 

involves the adoption of nev" laws and rules of 
ac lion. the reform of the system of arbitration 

courts and of police and security organs. Although 

'Move B' takes much longer to accomplish. it is. 

essential that both moves proceed simul taneously. 

From the beginning of the Russian reforms in 

1987 and until 1997, the dominant ideology and 

policy placed the major emphasis on ·move A'. 
almost ignoring · move B'. 

The l iberal isation of prices and privatisation of 
assets were accompl ished quickly, and without 
adequate effort to create efficient institutions for 

the protection of private properly and its orderly 
transactions. As the speed of l iberalisation was 

greater than that of instil ulion-buildmg, the 
emerging markets spontaneously developed 

al ternative mechanisms of protection and 
enforcement. These involved various private 

groups and agencies that managed organised 
force. criminal groups. private protection 

companies. informal groups of state security 
employees. and various semi-autonomous armed 
formations attached to the state ministr ies. 

Every revolut ion starts from 
attacking and destroying the 
state and every revolution 
ends up trying to restore 
state capacity 

Since 1987, when the fi rst co-operative and 
private enterpr ises emerged, criminal groups 
started to extract tribute from pr ivate business 
The slate police organs were reluctant to offer 

protection. not least because of the initially 
negative altitude towards private entrepreneurship 
and the tack of respective laws and procedures. 
The core of these new criminal groups consisted 

of former sportsmen whose physical skills and 
respect for discipl ine made them par ticularly 
suitable for violent entrepreneurship. 

As extortion became regular. it turned into 

protection rackets. - the collection of tribute on 
behalf of a criminal group that, in exchange, 
cla imed to offer phys.ical protection from other 
such groups. But as the private sector expanded 

and the intensity of business transaction5 grew. 
criminal groups got engaged in more s.ophisticated 
act iv1 t1 es - such as debt recovery, contract 

enforcement. dispute settlement. and negotiations 
with the state authorit ies concerning registration, 
export licenses. tax exemptions. and the l ike. 

In the early 1990s. the number of criminal 

groups grew, along with the growth of the private 

seclor of the economy. Accord ing to oific1al 
staustics. the,r number 1·ose fron1 952 m 1991 to 

/, 300 in 1992 and to 5 691 in 1993. By comparison, 
this figure was only 50 in 1988. 

These criminal groups became a source of 

danger and proceeded lo extract tribute for the 
selective removal of this danger. 

At the same time, other !actors generated 

independent demand for a v.irie ly of enforcemc-nt 

services. Insufficient business experience and the 
propensity for dishonesty increased business. risk 

and lowered the level of lrnsl. Due to the poor 
definition of propeI ty rights. inefi1c1ency of lht> 

courts and their incapacity lo enforce decisions, 

the official institutions were practically incapable 
of resolving dis.pules and tensions. Private 

enforcers proved more competit ive. 

After the adoption in March 1992 of the Law on 

Private Protection and Detective Activity in The 
Russian Federation. legal private protection 
companies set up by former stale security and 
enforcement employees. entered into direct 
competition wilh criminal groups in the market for 
private protection and enforcement. The law 

defined forms of activity and basic rules of the 

new business By the end of the 1990s, private 
protection companies. rather than cr iminal 

groups, had become key players in the domain of 
security and enforcement. 

This new development followed the reform of 

the l<GB. the Committee for State Secur ity, in 
1991-92 (now known as f-SB. the Federal Security 

Servicel In the course of the refor m. the KGB was 
fragmented and seated down. Over 20 DOD officers 

left or were discharged between September 1991 
and June 1992. In 1992, following instr uctions 
from President Yeltsin. a further 11 000 had to 
leave the stale security service permanently. 

Comparable reductions happened in the Interior 

Ministry (MVO]. By 1998 the existing 
10 800 pr ivate security agencies had absorbed 

nearly 50 000 former employees of state securi ty 
and law enforcement organs. 

The majority of these private protection 
agencies were engaged in the same business as 

criminal groups, although their services were 
more professional and efficient. By 2000 they had 
managed to contain the expansion of criminal 
groups and occupy a substantives.hare of 
the market. 

In South Africa loo. the transition from 

authoritarianism was linked to a proli feration of 
organised crime. But the dynamics and effects 
were differen l. 

Transi tion in South Africa also increased the 

importance of the private security sector. In the 
pa,-t. the South African pol ice was mainly used to 

enforce apartheid and suppress resistance. This 
created two acute problems after 1990 when 

guarding public order and prntecting rights of 
citizens became the major pol ice duly. There were 

a lack of legitimacy, and a shortage of skills, to 
combat crime. 

South Africa made 
fundamenta l changes to its 
polit ical order; Russia, in a 
blindly courageous effort , 
pursued fundamenta l 
political and economic 
change at the same time 

The r ise of organised crime was one of the 

side-effects of transition to democracy. The state 

was weakened by the transfer or pmver: border 

controls were relaxed and the general population 

became more mobi le. In 1996 the South African 
Police estimated that there were 196 organised 

criminal groups in South Africa: by 2000 this 
estimate increased to 230. 

Organised crime in South Africa is 

dominated by theft (mainly cars.I. arms and drug 
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trade, and armed robberies. To this add a high 

level of street crime and public insecurity, as 
well as many gangs in virtually unpoliced black 

townships. As experts suggest, flexible 
organisational networks, rather than 

syndicate-type crime. prevails. 
The main business of organised crime in Russia 

derived from weak protection and enforcement of 

property rights by the state. In South Africa, 

organised crime is largely about i llicit trade and 
violent crime, which is promoted by gaps in social 

control and inadequate police capacity. 
The development of the private security 

industry is one of the most interesting points of 

comparison between South Africa and Russia. 
In both countries, the private security sector saw 

exponential growth. 
In the case of South Africa, this started 

several years before the fall of apartheid. The 
private security sector in South Africa absorbed 

thousands of former combatants who returned 

from wars in Angola and Mozambique, as 
well as former police and security specialists 

who left the public service during the transit ion of 
power. The security company Trans-Siswe, for 

example, hired many of the former ANC 
combatants alter 1990. Already in the late 1980s. 

the South African middle class turned to private 

security for guarding their residential areas 

and protecting property, while the state police 

was heavily involved in protecting the 

political regime. 

• 

After 1990 this trend only strengthened, leaving 
public order to an i ll-prepared police force that 
was also struggling with internal changes. and 
the protection of private space, especially in 

white middle-class segments. to private 

security companies. 
In Russia too, the crisis of the armed forces 

and police. as wel l as the end of the war in 

Afghanistan in 1989, created a supply of security 
specialists. The demand was generated by 

different factors, such as poor protection of 
property rights and high risks of private economic 

activity. Consequently, private security operators 

The development of the 
private security industry is 
one of the most interesting 
points of comparison between 
South Africa and Russia 

worked mainly with corporate clients. although 
a small segment of residential security groups 

did emerge. 
In sum. in Russia. the vital link between the 

state as the governing organisation, and its ability 

to govern. to exercise major functions was lost. 
Hence economic stagnation and crisis instead of 

expected growth. The transitional market 

institutions which provided some order in the 
private economy were costly and rather archaic. 

putt ing as much burden on it as supplying benefits 
of orderly exchange. The consolidation of the 
state, and the implementation of polices aimed at 
creating efficient laws. courts and other 

institutions necessary for the stable functioning of 
the market. began only after Vladimir Putin's 
presidency in 2000. 

In South Airica, the post-apartheid state had to 

undergo a deep transformation, from being 
predominantly white and repressive, to becoming 

inclusive and democratic. This in turn 
presupposed a fundamental redefinition of its 
relations with the rest of the society. But it also 

weakened the state·s capaci ty. and exposed 
society to violence and crime. Corruption. state 

capture by regional elites, and the involvement of 

police in organised crime reflect major 
dimensions of state crisis. In 1998, about 10 000 

policemen out of total 140 000 were under 
investigation for charges in bribery, theft, 

involvement in organised crime. The most acute 

symptom of crisis is the state·s limited capacity to 

provide public goods. order and security. 
This comparison suggests that state weakness 

can seriously threaten democratic transition. 
Yet. a strong stale runs the risk of authoritarian

ism, as both South African and Soviet history 
demonstrates. 

The task is therefore to define state strength 
with respect to the system that this state is 

assigned to support. It then becomes clear that 
the sheer sum of organisations, armaments. 
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equipment and people - that Is, state 'hardware· -
is not the only indicator of the strength of the 

state. The substantive strength of the state - its 
capacity lo crush resistance - does not guarantee 

its immunity from eventual collapse. 
We can contrast the substantive strength of the 

state with its structural strength. The tatter refers 
to the state's ability to maintain and reproduce 

boundaries which constitute it as a set of 
institutions. To say that a state exists is also to 

imply the maintenance of boundaries, such as 
those between public and private. formal and 
informal. impersonal and personal, and so on. 

These are structural - and therefore relational -
categories. Unlike territorial boundaries that 

mark the objective space. the structural ones are 
constituted through the behaviour and attitudes of 

participants. both state officials and citisens. 

The disappearance of such boundar ies leads to 
a major state crisis that can undermine any 

democratic project. Making the state a public, 
impersonal. regular and format domain, is the 
task tha t both the Russian and South African 

experience of transition has made urgent. 

Vadim Volkov is chair of the Sociology Department at the 
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Entrepreneurs: The Use of Force in the Making of 

Russian Capi talism; 
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The Enchantment of a False Freedom 
What is the relationship between suffering and hope in South A frica today? 
In order to tackle this question. this article reflects specifically on trauma as it 

relates lo selfhood and identity in this country. ll asks to what extent the r ight to 
speak as a South African is bound up with the question of victimhood and 
suggests that wh ile Sou th A fricans should not denigrate what people suffered in 

the past. they should be very rigorous in quest ioning the p lace lhal memory 
occupies in the present. Hope lies in an awareness of t he temporary nature of the 
invocation of victimhood. 

I plan to make some remarks about certain 
psychoanalytical categories that wilt help 
elucidate the relationship between trauma and ,ts 
representation in literature. Second. I wilt 
consider these remarks via a reading of certain 
literary texts. Third. I will attempt to abstract from 
the first two steps some thoughts on the 
relationship between trauma. history and politicJl 
agency in contemporary South Alrica. 

The father of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud. 
wrote about ·aflective leakage· - which can 
broadly be exptained as 'how the eflects of trauma 
show themselves·. Some psychoanalysts working 
with traumatised individual5 describe this leakage 
as 'pos1-1raumal1c contagion·. 

Post-trnumatic contagion is not the same as 
post- traumatic stress disorder. which ohen 
involves some repetitive compulsions and 
other symptoms. 

Post-traumatic contagion is more ordinary. and 
may be seen in cases in which. for example. 
a priest is reported to have committed a serious 
sexual misdemeanour. Suddenly his parishioners 
suffer alt kinds or ailments. Some want to dissolve 
their marriages and want to be remarried by a 
di fferent priest. 

Clearly then. post-traumatic contagion does 
not happen only to the person who has suffered 
the trauma. but also to others close by; the entire 
social labric around the traumatised person has 
become tainted. The writer Teresa Brennan has 
discussed this notion of affective leakage in terms 
of what she calls the ·transmission of affect'. In 
her account. such transmission is not comprised 
solely of emotions bul also contains 
interpretations. because memories of lhe trau.:na 
may not be absolutely precise. 

Now. let"s hold on to the idea of affective 
leakage and post-traumatic contagion because 
they are significant for talking about the 
interpretations of history within a post-traumatic 
context such as post-apartheid South Afr ica. 

One of the best l i terary examples to illustrate 
what I am discussing is Toni Morrison's novel. 
Beloved, in which she uses the word 'rememory·. 
and Yvonne Vera's Without a name, a Zimbabwean 
novel. In South Africa. Achmat Danger's Bitter 
Fruit is also an important example. 

Bitter Fruit falls into the category of the 
truth-and-reconciliation genre of writing that has 
been evident in South Africa since the end of 
apartheid. The opening of the novel places the links 
between memory. trauma and identity in post
apartheid South Africa directly in the foreground. 

If our identity is to depend on 
an awareness of victimhood 
I suffered therefore I am -
where then will our hope lie? 

Silas Ali, a middle-aged civil servant working 
on the final report of the Truth and Reconcil iation 
Commission. runs into Lieutenant Francoise du 
Boise. a former apartheid security operative who 
had organised his torture and the rape of his wile 
some twenty years before. 

The unanticipated encounter in the present is 
while Ali is on a grocery shopping trip to the mall. 
The encounter thus ruptures the everyday with a 
sense of danger. Situs is beside himself l'lilh rage. 

but does not know what lo do. 
Jn frustration he re turns home lo his wile Lydia 

and their teenage son Michael. We sense !hat 
there is something not quite right in their family. 

s,tus often takes off on his own for bouts of 
drinking and loses himself in nearby parks. Lydia 
is unusually silent, and Michael is struggling with 
his late adolescent discovery of sexuality. 

However. it is when Ali tells Lydia that he sa": 
Ou Boise that the subterranean problems of the,r 

. face And even though there is an marriage sur • 
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attempt at healing, it is clear th.ii the, e is more to 
this th.in meets the eye. The eflect of Ali telling 
Lydia is devastating. l>ut ,t is her specific respons,c 
that is significant. She gels furious with him for 
telling her. for reminding her of her suffering. 
She accuses him of l>e1ng selfish. of not being 
man !'nough to k,11 Du Ooise in the mall - while 
holding a glass of stale beer. 

Freud wrote a6out 'affective 
leakage· - whlth can 
broadly be explained as 'how 
the effects of trauma 
show themselves· 

Suddenly, in the crescendo of their quarrel. 
'Situs grabbed Lydia by the arms and shook her. 
The glass of beer fell from her hands. She kissed 
him on the mouth. held him close lo her. and 
sucked his tongue into her mouth the way she did 
when she was really passionate. She tasted of 
hops, of bitter fruit. She gasped. then leaned up 
against him. her head against his chest. weeping, 
making gentle dancing movements with her feet'. 

'He cradles her head. astonished by how 
much taller he was. He glanced down lhe 
slenderness of her back. saw the slow pool of 
blood spreading on the floor. saw his heavy 
shoes immersed in its dark glow. saw her feel 
dancing. del icate little steps. on the jagged edges 
of the broken glass·. 

Lydia had cut her bare feet badly and has to be 
rushed to the hospital. where she stays for several 
days. It appears, however. that the laceration of 
her feet is deliberate - a way of displacing 'the 
much deeper unfathomable agony· - her earlier 
rape at the hands of Ou Boise. 

We see that Lydia has chosen pain as a 
sanctuary in the quest for her earl ier. more 
innocent sell: ·somewhere inside of her that other 
Lydia was hiding. shielding herself from the 
memory of being raped and from his response 
to her.' 

The displacement can be read as 'metonymic' 
- a displacement of an earlier pain with one that 
is mentally contiguous lo it. in order lo transcend 
lhal pain so that the self may re-emerge intact. 

This quest for the untraumalised self is of 
course doomed from the start. Lydia's quest 
becomes particularly poignant when we learn 
later that she was a lapsed Catholic and that the 
reason she left !he faith was because she had 
begun to feel lesbian stirrings towards one of the 
nuns. We see then that her self-flagellation has 
deep-seated roots. The sighting or Du Boise is 
only a way of focusing a much more complicated 
problem of the self. 

In many truth and reconciliation texts. the ·and' 
between 'truth" and 'reconciliation· poses a 
problem because truth does not lie prior to 
reconciliation. It is. rather. enmeshed and shaped 
by the specific configuration of the two terms: only 
a partial truth can ever be properly discerned. 

In varying ways. this theme is shared by Gillian 
Stovo·s Red Dust and J.M Coelzec·s Disgrace. 

Red Dust is particularly poignant for 
suggesting that for the former victim to accuse his 
former torturer properly and bring him to admit. a 
terrifying re-enactment of the scene of the torture 
is called for - in which the former victim. now 
apparently free. has to undergo the lrauma or 
recall in order to invoke his torturer in his 

particularity as torturer. 
But as Slovo shows in the court scene in which 

thi5 re-enactment takes place, there is a heavy 
price to be paid by the former victim. 

Alex Mpondo. now an MP. ends up seemingly 

trapped within a mental dance of despair and 
terror and ultimately fails to break out of the grip 

of his lorturer. But was this also pcrh.:ips because 

he had something to hide. that torture had 
pressed him to betray his comrades, that he 
indeed betrayed h,s comrades? 

Was this part of lhc re.:ison why his confidence 
collapsed. his body 1-inguage look on the guise or 
the vktimised and, in the end. he pulled back from 
lhe full re -enactment that would have empov,crcd 
him lo invoke his torturer fully - .ind force him to 
admit to his crime? 

In Slovo·s novel then. we see the dire 
consequences of the breakthrough' on relations 
in the psyche. especially when these ,elations are 
first .Jnd foremost constitu ted by lhe pol itical 
necessity of truth .Jnd reconcil iation. 

Let me now switch to the non-fictional man 
who came lo pick me up at the airport when I 
arrived 1n this country a few days ago. 

He told me that as a result or political activity 
at his high school in 1981,, in which he took part. 
h,s education was cut short. This young man·s 
process of sell-actualisation - via education - was 
shor t circuited by apartheid. He was fo,ced to 
come to Johannesburg to work. A highly 

intelligent and articulate young man. he keeps 
dreaming of what might have been. 

This young man also told me that he was a 
·racist·. In other words. he blamed white people 
for his plight and was generally unable to see 
them as other than those who had unfairly cut his 

self-actualisation short. 
The other issue of significance here is how 

this young rnan·s plight can be linked to l hC' 
general crisis of masculinity that is so clearly 
sweeping the townships. ThC' actualisation of the 
self in the present is prevented by the past -
since lhal pa&t i5 actually very much al ive today 
and has indeed leaked. the present itself cannot 
be easily lived. 

The point ,s that. following the work of the 
lruth and Reconciliation Commission. the claims 

lo absolute viclimhood were translated into a myth 
or secular reason: I sufferled) therefore I am. 

The ·1 am· of the formulation folds into itself 
the right to speak as a South African. In facl . some 
sceptics argue ihat lhe whole business of 
affirmative acllon is grounded on this nolion of 

vicltmhood. I am not of that school. I think the 
sy5lematic injustices have to be rect1hed with 
some form of positive discrimination. However. 
this has to be seen not as a value in itself. but 
as a much wider programme of restitution. 

But the problem wilt nol go away: I suffered 
therefore I am. 

If our identity is to depend on an awareness of 
victimhood - I suffered therefore I am - where 
then will our hope l ie? Some of these issues have 
been addressed by South African scholars and 
activi5ts, but these are my thoughts: 

• Hope ties 1n an awareness of the temporary 
nature of the statement of absolute victimhood. 
That is not to say that South Africans should 
denigrate what people suffered in the past. but 
that there should be very rigorous questioning 
about what the memory of that suffering is 
doing in the present. What are ils uses 
and abuses? 

• Linked to this first point is that perpetrators of 
apartheid violence must properly acknowledge 
what they did. And th is acknowledgement must 
be extended to embrace all t he beneficiaries of 
this skewed system of apartheid. This is not in 
order to apportion blame. far from il, but lo 
recognise the task of working and living 
together thal lies ahead. 

• Perhaps most imporlant is that all things have 
to be seen today to be working for the 
redistribution of wealth. the expansion of 
possibili ties of self-acluol isation. and the 
reconstruction of dignity for all peoples. 
irrespective of their colour. 

It is only when this happens that South Africans 
will be able lo sidestep the enchantment of a false 
freedom and become true political agents -
masters of their destiny - in the,r own country. 
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Brazilian Drug Worlds and 
the Fate of Democracy 

In Brazil , as in South Afr ica 
democratisation has been a

0

ssociated 
wi th rising crime rates, particularly in 
the larger cities. Why is this? There are 
many factors which ar·e pertinent to an 
answer. This article considers one of 
them. namely, the serious international 
problem of the illegal drugs trade, which 
has become closely interwoven in the 
fabric of the global economy. The focus 
is primarily on the proliferation ol the 
drug business in Brazil, its relat ionship 
to changing value systems, and its 
effects on the lives of Brazilian cit izens 
especially young men. It shows. ' 
paradoxically, that the illegal drug t rade 
is integral to the character of Brazilian 
democracy, as much as it threatens it. 
For, in the m idst of a recently 
de-regulated economy, the Brazilian 
state is unable to tackle the huge 
problem of poverty and to secure an 
alternative. particularly for the youth. to 
a life driven by the drug gangs. 

One of the major global problems in the 
contemporary world is the uncontrolled illegal use 

of narcotic drugs, and the sinister criminal world 
that has developed to supply them everywhere. 

The illegal drugs market today is one of the 
biggest economic sectors of the world economy. 
It is only one part of the system of organised 
crime that operates in manifold sectors. using 

similar mechanisms for surfacing as clean 

operations. This illegal economy straddles formal 

and informal markets. and connects governmental 
agencies or institut ions with the business of 

drugs. Drug-related enterpr ises permeate many 
sectors of society. 

But t his is not an open market. Only those w ho 

have the trust and permission from the most 

powerful players in the crime web are allowed lo 
do business. In a context of little economic 

growth, more people will be tempted by the 
business of crime, organising their activi ties so as 
lo curtail detection and prosecution. Globally, they 

foment organisational pract ices and tactics that 
are underground, violent and difficult to regulate: 

threats, intimidation. blackmail, extortion. 

assult, murder or even terrorism. 
The demand for drugs is created, in part, by 

changes in lifestyle. particularly among those who 

seek a cer tain style based on the consumption of 

often expensive goods. The dope trade may be 
considered as the illegal sector within the 

economic circui ts of what is called the 'mass 
consumption of style'. It helps explain the 

formidable increase in certain crimes against 
property - thefts and mugging - as well as against 

life - assault and homicide. 
If democratisation. in tandem with expanding 

capitalist markets, has enhanced the mass 
consumption of style. it is also linked to the 

acceleration of crime. 
Brazil is no exception. Institutional corruption. 

disrespect for law, inefficiency and discrimination 

in the justice system, as well as urban violence. 
have increased alarmingly - despite the advent of 

democracy after 198<\. 
These have been linked to the illegal drug 

trade. Yet little is known about the supply of illicit 

drugs. or the organisational strength of the 
trafficker networks. particularly their connect ions 

with the legal economy. 
Despite growing stale powers and funds to 

control crime. little attention has been given to the 
polit ical and economic interests related to the 

drug economy, particularly the tightly knit 
symbiotic and systemic interactions of t he upper

and the underworld. the legal and the illegal. as 

well as the formal and informal sectors of the 

economy. Although the Federal Police has 

investigated organised crime during the past few 

years. state civil and military police sti ll intervene 
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mainly in violent repression inside shanty-towns 
and poor districts in metropoli tan reg ions. 

A revolution in consumption patterns has also 
occurred in Brazil. Cul tural norms have changed, 
w ith individualist ic values becoming widespread 
in Brazilian society during the 1970s and 1980s. 
along with the urge l o 'make easy money·. As an 
underground and illegal entrepreneurial activity 
that allows for easy money. drug traffic is part of 

this new social. economic and political environment. 

The effects of the military 
regime are still present in 
the functioning of 
contemporary state 
institutions which violate the 
civil rights of the destitute 

But the consequences of this illegal drug trade 

are not explained only by such cul tural changes. 
High inflation. which ravaged the country from 
1978 until 1994, eroded mutual trust. and increase 
the temptations of crime. It also facilitated the 

circuits of organised crime inside the country, in 
so far as it helped to create the mirages of ·easy 

money·. Those who had started practising 
increasingly more daring economic crimes were 
helped by the growing difficult ies in records and 
controls over public budgets and bills. After 199l\. 
when inflat ion was controlled, banks sti ll earned 

their huge profits not from lending money. but 
from financial ventures, especially with 

governmental t itles and debts. 
Organised crime is also closely t ied to the 

proli feration of informal work. Informal markets 

have always existed in Brazil, and have been an 
important source of income for those with lit tle 

qual ification for work and no jobs. These informal 
markets have emerged in the midst of personal 

networks and rules for the occupation of the main 

streets in the urban centres. 
More recently. established informal markets 

have been criminalised by street vendors who sell 

several counterfeit products smuggled from other 
countries. and diverse types of goods which have 

been stolen from trucks. residences and 

pedestrians. Informal trade, which has 

traditionally been a way out of unemployment 
and an alternative for subaltern work, has hence 

become tied to organised crime. 
The drug economy has had a particular ly 

violent effect among youth who are involved in 
drug-related gang warfare. Although violent death 

rates have increased all over the country, the 

most common victims are adolescent and young 
males from the metropolitan. and richest, regions 

of the country. 

The victims of these homicides were mainly 
young men aged 15-29. The crimes were typically 
committed in public places. between people who 
were neither intimate, nor even known lo each 
other. During 1991. official statistics indicated 
that 12.5 men had died per woman between 
20 and 39 years in the metropolitan region ot 
Rio de Janeiro. 

Impunity is also a factor for increasing the 
mortality rate amongst small traffickers. because 
homicides are hardly investigated and crimes 
related lo illegal drugs are fiercely repressed in 
poor areas. 

Equally important is the promotion of 
organised crime in some institutions through 
strategies of corruption, the unequal functioning 
of the justice system in the midst of the 
organisational practices created and maintained 

by the agents of crime; and the obsolete Penal 
Code adopted by Republican governments. 

There are other, deeper historical features of 
Brazilian society which also contribute to the 
proli feration of organised crime. One such factor 

was the fact that the military dictatorship, in 
power from 1964 lo 1984, used and abused 

torture. illegal arrests and censorship, in ways 
which were closely linked to patterns of crime. 
Some of the officers who had been party to these 
unlawful practices became members of extortion 
groups, or got involved with animal game. and 
drug, traff icking. 

Since then. democratisation has brought 
inadequate changes m the justice system and 
police pr;:ictices. especially with regard lo the 
poor. Corrupt police are still complic it in what one 

may call 'extortion groups·. which kilt 
traffickers demanding their share of drug profits. 
So one might say that the effects of the military 

regime are still present in the functioning of 
contemporary slate institutions which violate the 

civil rights of the destitute. 

Democracy in Brazil is built 
on the illegal drug trade as 
much as it is threatened by it 

There are other problems within the 

democratic Brazilian slate which reproduce 

trajectories of criminality. The judiciary is now 

technically an independent power. Yet the 

executive milkes lhe top Judicial appointments. 
along with heads of police departments and 

military police commanders. The executive also 

appoints the officials who monitor and audi t 
national expenditure. These have become sites 
of corruption. as some of the officials lack the 

autonomy and the will to combat violations of the 
law effect ively. 
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If democratisation, in tandem 
with expanding capitalist 
markets, has enhanced the 
mass consumption of style, it 
is also linked to the 
acceleration of crime 

The proliferation of violence within drug 
trafficking gangs is also linked to a ·masculine 
warrior ethos·. which these gangs breed and 
sustain. For youths who have been inducted into 

these gangs, being macho is the basis on which 
they win respect and consideration from fellow 
gang members. Many regard this social code as 
natural and inevitable. part icularly if they have 
many other friends and relatives who have also 
been part of these networks. 

Gang membership is also the basis of the 

identity of its adolescent members. many of 
whom say they belong to a gang as it if were a 

soccer team. They also absorb lhe warrior ethos 
by saying that they have enemies every..vhere and 
need guns. Their loyalties lo the gang are 
increased by their deep loathing of the police. 

and their fear of being considered informers, 
which would put them al great risk of being killed 

and the enormous shame of losing respect 
from their peers. 

At the same time, they talk about the hatred 
they have of dealers who have killed fr iends. close 

relatives or innocent neighbours. Some of the 
heavy users. who have connections with dealers. 
also verbalise their loathing of the dependence 
acquired from sniffing cocaine, which is the most 

commonly used drug. 
In short, the i llegal drug trade is deeply 

embedded in the fabric of economic, poli tical 
and social li fe in contemporary Brazil. It is 

closely bound up with formal and informal 
economic relations, the pol itics of corruption. 

judicial inefficiency and incompetence, as well 

as the social worlds of young men who find 

power and identity within the drug-trafficking 
gangs. 

Democracy in Brazil is built on the illegal 
drug trade as much as it is threatened by it, 

because left to itself. and in the midst of a 
newly deregulated economy, the democratic 

state is wholly unable to secure lhe survival of 

the poor. 

Alba laluar is Professor of Anthropology at the State 
University of Rio de Janeiro and teaches at the tnstituto 
de Medicina Social in Brazil. She is the author of 
CidiJdaos nao vJo ao p;,riliso: Condominio do Oiabo: 

Dil RevoltiJ ao Cnme 5.A. and lntegra~ao Pervcrsa. 
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One World, Many Maps 

I remember the first time I visited South Africa. 
It was in 1991. I had come from Reunion Island. a 
former French colony in the Indian Ocean. During 

that fi rst visit. I met grassroot organisations. trade 
unionists. and members of various associations. 
I came back for Chris Hani's funeral and I 

have been coming back since. to visit friends 
and colleagues. 

I feel deeply connected to South Africa through 
the memory of the anti-apartheid struggle. My 
grandfather denounced it already in 1949 in his 
act ivist newspaper on Reunion Island. I believe 

that we can learn from that struggle. especially 
when it comes to current debates on justice and 
dignity. race relat ions. how to live together. 

address the legacy of poverty and inequality. or to 
foster a politics of reparation and restitution. 

Just as South Africa·s long history of 
difference. the Reunion Island's history tells us 

one or two things about the difficulties and 
promises of living together. Its population is a mix 
of descendants of slaves from Africa and 
Madagascar. indentured workers from India. 

China. Malaysia. Yemen. and the Comoros Islands. 
and colonists from Europe. 

Indeed. as a site of encounters. the Indian 
Ocean has long been a zone of contacts and 

conflicts. In the history of humankind. the Indian 
Ocean is the oldest space of exchanges between 

continents. Long before the arrival of Europeans, it 
connected Africa and China. Africa and the Muslim 

world. Africa and India. and Africa and the islands. 

These historical South-South connections 
speak of another cartography of the world we are 

badly in need of today. It is a cartography less 

turned towards the North: a cartography that 
carries the memory of routes of commerce as 

well as routes of political and cultural exr.hanges. 
Building on these century-old routes. transform
ing the routes of enslavement in!o rou tes of 
freedom and solidarity, constitutes a challenging 
project not only for post-aparthe;d South Afric-1. 
but also for those of us interested in the 

construction of other worlds maps. in trans
continental struggles, and the promise of a 

global isation from below. 

The history of Reunion Island also speaks of a 

kind of hope Sout h Africa is not unfamiliar with: 
the hope of human beings peacefully negotiating 

their differences and, in the process. recognising 
each other's essential humanity. One way in which 

such differences have been negotiated in Reunion 
Island is through creolisation. 

Creolisation was born out of the politics of 
brutality, violence, and force during the 

globalisation created by the slave trade and 
colonisation. It emerged during the period of 

slavery on the islands of the Indian Ocean and the 
Caribbean Sea. Creolisation·s matrix was the 

slave plantation. Slaves from different cultures, 

languages and beliefs. were thrown together in 
the plantation by the yoke of history. 

Faced with the experience of exile. deportation. 
trauma. and the loss of tlreir world. they created 
something unique: a creole world of language. 
culture and ways of thicl<ing and living. 

Alter the abolit ion of slavery !mid-nineteenth 
century!. thousands ol~dentured workers 
brought from India. Mactagascar, China and Africa 
added their contribution3to the process and 
practices of creolisalion. 

In a world where hundreds 
of billions of US dollars are 
spent on military hardware 
but only 56 on development 
progra mmes or assistance 
to the poor, we shou ld ask 
ourselves: who matters, 
what matters? 

Creotisation is therefore about the impurity of 
forms rather than the fantasised purity of the 
colonial racial order. It is about borrowing. 

imitating. transforming. Out of the confrontation of 
marked differences. new cultural formations 
shaped and shared by all groups emerge. 

They do not dissolve differences into a ·melting 

pot.· Rather, they set unity and diversity in a 
constant. but dynamic confrontation. 

Artists, musicians. and writers have 
understood the interest of creolised practices. 

Read. for instance. novels by Lindsay Collen. a 
South African writer who has l ived on Mauritius 

Island for many years. Listen to the music of 
Danyel Waro. a Reunion singer and musician who 

has introduced Hindu music into maloya. the 
music created by slaves. 

Today, the Indian Ocean remains a vital sphere 
of the world. Regional powers have created 
organisations such as the Indian Ocean Rim, or 

the Indian Ocean Commission. to foster 
cooperation among them. 

An important part of the world oil production 

travels through il. One of the most important US 

military bases is on Diego Garcia. one of the 
Chagos islands. an archipelago in the middle of 
lhe ocean. Planes that bombed Alghanostan or 
Iraq took off from there. 

Post-apartheid South Alrrca has a crucial ,ale to 
play in revisiting past and current South-South 
connections and in reinforcing the notion that there 
is not one map of the v,orld, but many. 

About the Chagos. it would be important to 
support the struggle of the two thousand famil ies. 
descendants of African slaves. deported by the 
British to Maurit ius Island in 1966. 

These families have sued the UK and won. 
They are now suing the US government and 
Hall1burlon. which built the base. The South 

African experience also tells us a lot about 
current debates about crimes against humanrty 
and the politics of reparat ion 

The other area where the world can learn from 

lhe South African experience is clearly rn matters 
of pol itical ethics. We can revisit the world of 
slavery and apartheid as paradigmatic for 

annihilation and violence. The study of slavery rn 

particular has led me to pay atlention to the 
processes through which 'disposabte· people are 
historically fabricated. Apartheid can be read as a 
set of practices of human degradation based on 
the use of violence for violence·s sake. 

Now. the use of violence for violence·s sake 
is not a thing of the past What are we 
witnessing today? 

We are witnessing a new era of an excess of 
violence. the fabrication of disposable people on a 
world scale. whose life or death don't matter. 

The message today is I hat the world will not be 
shared with them; that they do not count. 

·The hour of the barbarian is at hand." Aime 
Cesaire wrote 1n 1950. indeed. the hour of the 

barbarian is still at hand. 
In a world where hundreds of billions of US 

dollars are spent on mil itary hardware but only 56 
billion on development programmes or assistance 

to the poor. we should ask ourselves: who 
mailers. what matters? 

It is therefore urgent that we rethink the kind 
of humanity we want. We must resist the tempta
tion of dividing the world between good and evil. 

We have seen so many t imes that ordinary 

men land ordinary womenl are capable of the 

wors t atrocities. So many t imes. ordinary men and 
women have been responsible for mass crimes. 

We can no longer blame mass murder onto some 
monstrous other. 

It is among our midst. our neighbour. our friend. 
and even in ourselves. that the murderer lives. 

The very ordinariness of lhe murderer is a 

reminder that banal human beings a re capable of 
the worst deeds. Recent conflicts have o!ten 
been v,ars between neighbours. wars between 
intimate enemies. as well as wars against 
women and children. 

In the tv,entieth century. more people have 

died at the hands of their compatriots than at the 
hands of foreign armies. This forces us to 

reconsider the way we explain the excess 
of violence. 

The recent pictures of naked men in Iraq 
brought echoes of other situations when men 

were publicly and brutally undressed (the slave on 
lhe auction block. the prisoner al Robben Island]. 
II reminded us that public nakedness is about 
stripping a man of his social identity. of 

humiliating him by transforming him into nothing. 
The armoured body of the US male and female 

soldier stands in violent contrast to the naked 
body of the Iraqi man. It is about tetling the world 
that the body of the Other is nothing; that \he US 

·owns· the world and would decide who can live 
and who should die. 

If we needed a reminder that violence is 

among us and that we must continue to fight for a 
new humanism. this was one. 

The new humanism is as much about caring 
about our planet (what was given to us as a 
common goodl as about sharing the world with 
others. even those we do not like. with justice 
and digni ty. 

Fran~oise V,:,rges teaches 
postcoloniat theory at 
Goldsmiths Coitege, London. 
She is the author of Monsters 
and Rcvol11tionaries; Abolir 
/'esclavage : les ambig11ites 
d · 11ne politiq11e h11mari1/aire: 
La Republique co/oniale: 
Essai sur une utopie and 
Amarres: Creo/1sa1ions 
rndia-ocl?anes. 
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CLIVE VAN DEN BERG 
All artwork in this supplement by Clive van den 

Berg He rs an internationally renowned South 
African artist. designer and curator who lives and 

works in Johannesburg. He also lectures in the 
Wits School of Art at the University of the Witwaters

rand. and has had a long and close associat ion with 
WISER. His recent work focuses on ideas of love 

and sexuality. He explores how, in some ways. love 
1s an index of memory, along v1ilh the memories 

ior instructions to love) that we inherit. 
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