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Abstract

The celebrated demise of apartheid in 1994 heralded a new historical era where non-
racialism would bind the racially fractured nation. A new concept — The ‘Rainbow Nation’ - or
‘rainbowism’ emerged. Ethnic and racial differences would be effaced and a colour-blind
future and society was envisaged. These particularisms, however, are far from disappearing.
Under the ethos of rainbowism, race and racism recede to the background, become
chameleonic and subterranean. As a result there is little attention given to how race
continues to shape relationships and identities in the post-apartheid era.
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The Nation in the Postapartheid Era

Smith defines a nation as “a named and self - defining human community whose members
cultivate shared memories, symbols, myths, traditions and values, inhabit and are attached
to historic territories or 'homelands', create and disseminate a distinctive public culture, and
observe shared customs and standardised laws” (Smith 2009: 29).

This definition overlaps with that of ethnie thus showing a close relationship between ethnic
communities and nations. One detects a synonymy with postapartheid's brand of
multiculturalism which goes by the name of the rainbow nation or non — racialism. During the
Mandela era (1994 — 1999) a new vocabulary emerged to describe a new social order, that
is, nationhood, unity, racial harmony and race entered a delicate and sensitive terrain (Posel
et al 2001; Moodley and Adam 2000; Mamdani 2000; Harris et al 2004).



While these were attempts to give South Africans a new language of colour — blindness, it
rendered the real often violent consequences of race and racism invisible. As a result there
was little attention to how race continues to shape relationships and identities in the
postapartheid era.

Central to this project is the TRC" headed by Archbishop Desmond Tutu who once quipped:
Ours is a remarkable country. Let us celebrate our differences. God wants us as we
are. South Africa wants and needs the Afrikaner, the English, the Coloured, the Indian
and the Black. We are sisters and brothers in one family — God's family, the human
family...my appeal is ultimately directed to us all, black and white together, to close
the chapter on our past and strive together for this beautiful and blessed land as the
rainbow people of God (cited in Harris et al 2004: 22 -3).

President Mandela's inauguration speech on 10 May 1994 also echoed these sentiments:
We enter a covenant that we shall build the society in which all South Africans, both
black and white, will be able to walk tall, without fear in their hearts, assured of their
inalienable right to human dignity — a rainbow nation at peace with itself and the
world.

Mngxitama likens Mandela to Nongawuse's miracle: “When Nelson Mandela walked out of a
brutal twenty seven years of unjust imprisonment, he extended his hands to his jailers,
embracing them as one does to a long lost friend. The world was agape with awe. What
magnanimity! Mandela showed no bitterness and demanded no justice for himself and his
people. With the help of Desmond Tutu, he built a successful forgive and forget industry that
culminated in the TRC. The outcome was neither truth nor reconciliation, but a democracy
which was founded on a refusal to address the historical injustices systematically inflicted
upon the Black majority by a settler white minority.” ?

As such, Harris et al (2004) and Mngxitama see the TRC as a product of a political
compromise during the period of negotiations and a historical moment under Mandela's
government of national unity. As an instrument of national unity it served to conceal historical
injustices in order to project the image of, and imagine a new nation.

This necessitated erasure of race and racism from its interrogational framework and
inscription of new values of constitutionalism and citizenship of the new nation; a superficial
reconciliation which denies the racist past and “suppressed the dialogue on the persistence
of racism in the new South Africa” (Valji 2004: 5).

Omission of race meant placing individual blame rather than collective guilt and “actively fed

' Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act (1995) set up the TRC with an objective to “promote national unity

and reconciliation in a spirit of understanding which transcends the conflicts and divisions of the past and investigate
human rights violations committed from 1 March 1960 (Government Gazette July 26 1995).

*  Andile Mngxitama, “The People versus Philip: How the ANC Sold Us For a Cup.” NFT 6, July 2010.



the denial by white beneficiaries of their role in the past and removed a collective [racialised]
sense of responsibility for apartheid” (Harris et al 2004: 30; see also Mamdani 2000).

Moreover, multiculturalism has become a central discourse in the struggle over issues
pertaining to national identity, construction of historical memory, purpose of schooling and
meaning of democracy (Giroux 1994; Goldberg 1994).

The idea of multicultural democratic citizenship in postapartheid South Africa is twofold: the
private consuming citizen is part of a democratic jouissance where the idea of freedom is an
alibi for material lack and deprivation. Secondly there are residues of apartheid notions of
conservative multiculturalism which sought to construct difference through “sameness” (De
Kock 2004). In modernity the African subject is constituted through structures of oppression
and exploitation (Olaussen and Angelfors 2009). These complex questions can be described
as: all identities have been shaped by and continued to express structures of power and
exclusion (ibid).

In the post 1994 era there have been attempts to create a common “South African” culture
which takes into cognisance cultural differences. If a “common national culture” means
abrasion of differences, it implies assimilation of previously racially dominated groups into the
mainstream dominant framework of values.

It is important to acknowledge that this has placed problems of white anti — black racism,
social justice and ramifications of power off limits (Giroux 1994; Valji 2004). It posits that
anyone regardless of colour can reap economic benefits of the nation, but the precondition is
for one first becoming “denuded, deracinated and culturally stripped” (McLaren 1994: 49).

The divergent pole of this kind of multiculturalism is the critical and resistance
multiculturalism which posits that without a transformative political and economic agenda,
multiculturalism is just another form of accommodation to the larger social order. This school
doesn't see culture as non-conflictual, harmonious and consensual. It doesn’t see diversity as
a goal either but rather it must be affirmed within a politics of pluri-culturalism and a
commitment to social justice.

Though attentive to notions of “difference”, which of course is a product of history, culture,
power, and ideology, it interrogates the construction of difference and identity in relation to
radical politics; to a testimony to pain, suffering and “walking nihilism of black people” (West
cited in McLaren 1994: 67) which can be traced to the origins of racism in the social, political
and cultural dynamics of white supremacy (Giroux 1994: 328).

Thus a need to challenge narratives of national identity, culture and ethnicity; address
systemic structural harbingers of such a social order and undo master narratives of racism
and deconstruct centres of colonial power (Giroux 1994).

In Black Consciousness and Pan-Africanist tradition non — racialism is synonymous with
assimilation and integration and incorporation into mores of whiteness and into the larger



compass of social, political and economic privilege (Malcolm X 1965, 2007; Biko 1987).

In rejecting integration, Biko's words remain true in contemporary society:
....this is a white man's integration — an integration based on exploitative values. It's
an integration in which black will compete with black, using each other as rungs up a
step ladder leading them to white values. It is an integration in which the black man
will have to prove himself in terms of these values before meriting acceptance and
ultimate assimilation, in which the poor will grow poorer and the rich richer in a
country where the poor have always been black. We don't want to be reminded that it is
we, the indigenous people, who are poor and exploited in the land of our birth. These
are concepts which the BC approach wishes to eradicate from the black man's mind
before our society is driven to chaos by irresponsible people from Coca — Cola and
hamburger cultural backgrounds (1987: 91).

While the struggle against the white regime was in the first instance directed against national
oppression, in 1994 there was an inheritance of a system with its norms, values, rituals,
structures and institutions that were meant to perpetuate oppression. It gets much more
complicated to claim non-racialism as a goal, unlike during apartheid, the postapartheid state
is not manifestly and overtly racist making it not a legal problem but a social or even cultural
one.

Non — racialism as a mystification cannot realise a racist free society, rather anti-racism is
ideal where all energies should be projected toward. In any case, historical demands
commensurate with a nation that looks after a historically dispossessed population is yet to
be realised. This opinion is at the centre of historical consciousness which is the heart of
radical traditions of black thought.

An important question by both the black radical tradition and the radical anti — colonial
political thought is: can rights be reposed only in citizenship? (Bogues 2011) Early
proponents of South African struggle petitioned for granting of equal political rights to
“qualified men irrespective of colour, race or creed.” Although they did this within the
confines of their own narrow condescending pretensions towards the rest of uneducated
Africans, certainly citizenship, the vote, liberty and nation were conjoined. In the
postapartheid era, race and citizenship have become complex intersections of identity,
conflict, nationalism, history and interpersonal relationships (Harris et al 2004).

In its liberal formulation, citizenship means reciprocity or rights against, and duties towards,
the community. As entitlements, citizenship rights establish a legitimate sphere for all
individuals to pursue their actions and activities without risk of arbitrary or unjust interference
(Held 1991).

The left critique is that the degree to which individuals are “free” and the nature of that
“freedom” is subject to intricacies of capitalism: - a citizen may enjoy “equality before the law”
but do they have the material and cultural capacities and resources to choose between

3 “Petition to the House of Commons”, from WP Schreiner, A, Abdurahman, J.Tengo et al, July 1909, in Hansard.



different courses of action or do existing relations between races allow citizenship to become
reality in practice?

In the postapartheid era the constitution and its rights are used by those who lost nothing or
little political power, to which they turn for recourse (Ndebele 2007). The question is how
rights of South African white citizens can be protected without entrenching the privileges of
the old especially in a context of continuing historical disparities in socio — economic life.

Moreover, if national leaders imagine the vision a nation should be envisioned, then friction is
unavoidable. Nationhood is re-imagined by citizens as they reluctantly embrace difference
and “multiculturalism”, the “rainbow nation” and terms of similar resonance provide an argot
of accommodation, even amidst bitter contestation (Comaroff and Comaroff 2001: 635).

Conclusion

The idea of a post-racial society or a rainbow nation will continue to be subjected to rigorous
tests. The vision of a colour-blind society remains untenable because the historical question
which is a colonial question has not been solved despite the demise of formal apartheid. In
the face of attempting to give South Africa a new language of colour, it rendered the real
often violent consequences of race and racism invincible. As a result there was little attention
to how race continues to shape relationships and identities in the post-apartheid. As such,
non — racialism as a mystification cannot realise a racist free society, rather anti-racism is
ideal where all energies should be projected toward. In any case, historical demands
commensurate with a nation that looks after a historically dispossessed population is yet to
be realised

Way forward

The over-riding question is how can South African race relations be improved?

First, the country’ resources which remain in minority hands must be equitably shared
regardless of colour. This is magnanimous given the manner in which wealth was

accumulated and ended up in white hands.

Secondly, rather than pushing rainbowism, there should be pluri-culturalism meaning a co-
existence derived from African humanist ethos and values.

Thirdly there should be an admission of white culpability and responsibility for the present
Black Condition.

Fourth, school curricula have to be decolonised and an education system that trains students
to be active and conscious citizens has to be devised.

Finally decolonial ethics must be part of official agenda where South African society which
has undergone five hundred of colonisation, colonial values and subjugation, has to be



decolonised. This decolonisation process includes South African racists.
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