Delivering for the born-free generation

This weekend was the 20th anniversary of South Africa’s first free elections and the final dismantling of white rule. As such, it is a moment for mixed reflections.

While the passage of time has not dimmed the miracle of that peaceful transition, it cannot be denied that multiracial South Africa has failed to fulfil the hopes of those neophyte voters who queued outside polling stations in 1994, braving the threats of bombs and civil strife.

While South Africans may have gained the franchise, many have yet to secure their dignity. The country faces huge challenges. Its education system is failing, poverty and unemployment are rife and mining – the traditional bedrock of the economy – has been hobbled by industrial unrest. More than 6m are infected with HIV.

Next month South Africans return to the polls for the first time since Nelson Mandela’s death in December. This will be the first election in which the so-called “born-free” generation – those whose lives began after the end of apartheid – is eligible to vote. 

The polls suggest that the African National Congress will again win a thumping victory.

Despite challenges from established parties such as the Democratic Alliance and the radical fringe in the shape of the recently formed Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF), the ruling party is expected again to win more than 60 per cent of the vote. Hopes of a wake-up call from the electorate, while not impossible, look slim.

This is a pity. For if Mandela’s gift to South Africa was to give the country’s divided society a sense of pride, purpose and unity, the ANC is the biggest reason the legacy is increasingly insecure.

While any analysis of South Africa’s post-apartheid story must recognise the scale of the problems its leaders faced, the responsibility for many of the missed opportunities and failings since 1994 lie at the party’s door. Over the past 20 years it has been frozen halfway between the liberation movement it once was and the functioning political party it needs to become.

The ANC has become a byword for weak leadership and cronyism. This is not just a question of Jacob Zuma’s presidency or the scandal surrounding the $23m allegedly lavished on his personal compound at Nkandla, embarrassing though that is. It is a systemic problem.

The ANC is now a coalition held together by little more than jobbery. Including newly enriched tycoons, liberals, racial nationalists, populists and union bosses, it struggles to present itself as a national movement. Its capacity for decisive action is diminished.

The party has not taken forward Mandela’s message and healed the injustices left by minority rule. The commanding heights of the economy remain overwhelmingly in the hands of the white elite. The policy of black empowerment has been cosmetic, gifting riches to a few insiders. Astonishingly, in terms of income distribution South Africa is now a more unequal society than it was under apartheid.

The racial harmony that Mandela bequeathed South Africa is accordingly ever more at risk. Intolerance seeps into public discourse.

