
R acism has been the domi
nant social organising 
principle in South Africa 

for some 340 years. What do 
we have to replace this domi
nant ideology? In this transi
tion period it may be 
worthwhile to reflect quite crit
ically on this question, 

A decade or so ago, Neville 
Alexander alerted us to the 
surprising fact that, given its 
centrality, so little attention has 
been paid to the issues of 
"race" and racism in South 
Africa. Now, with violence and 
transition upon us, the position 
has not substantially changed: 
racism has not been given its 
due attention. 

What is racism? Following 
Robert Miles ("Racism" pub
lished by Routledge, London, 
1989) we may say that racism is 
an ideology; a social and psy
chological process of significa
tion of the "other" as different 
and inferior. Nobody doubts 
the implication of capitalism in 
this process, particularly in 
South Africa, but most com
mentators now tend to see the 
relationship between capitalism 
and racism as a contingent and shifting, 
rather than as a necessary and static, one. 
There is little need to debate the case of 
racism here. South Africa has been, is at pre
sent and will be for some time yet, a racist 
society. 

What do we have to challenge racism? 
Over the years the liberation movements in 
South Africa have developed four main prin
ciples to combat and challenge the racist 
order: non-racialism, democracy, class-trans
formation and - rather belatedlv - non-sex-
ism. All four are, or should be held to be, 
necessary and intertwined for positive social 
change to occur However, let us focus only 
on the first: non-racialism. 

What do we mean or understand bv non-
racialism? It is a question not often posed. 
Despite its scarcity, the question deserves 
closer critical scrutiny. 

In a recent popular and worthwhile book, 
"The Unbreakable Thread: non-racialism in 
South Africa" (Ravan Press, 1990), Julie 
Fredrickse has made the case that non-racial
ism should be viewed as an "unbreakable 
thread". In her view, non-racialism is the 
core thread or common principle running 
through the Congress-aligned liberation 
movements. This may be, yet I wish to differ 
from Frederickse, In a recent inaugural 
address, "On racism: virulent mythologies 
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Non-racialism: 
gathering the 

fragile threads 
What do we mean or understand by non-racialism? 

How will the general principle be translated into 

specific policies and practices? DON FOSTER 

suggests that the debate is still In its infancy. 

and fragile threads", I suggested that non-
racialism may better be treated in terms of a 
metaphor of "fragile threads", for the follow
ing reasons: 

• Principles, forces or struggles against 
racism are of necessity quite fragile, as any 
rudimentary grasp of contemporary events 
in Britain, the USA or even Eastern Europe 
will testify. 

• Contemporary knowledge of exactly 
how to challenge and transform racism is 
itself rather more fragile and fragmentary 
that we would care to admit in public places. 

Recently even the National 
Party has opened its member
ship ranks, though it is most 
doubtful whether the Np 
endorses anything like a princi* 
pie of fully-fledged non-racial* 
ism. Such manoeuvres do, 
however, beg more precise 
answers to the question of how 
non-racialism is to be bound-
aried. 

A perception of non-racial
ism as fragile is also due to its 
relatively recent development 
both as a principle and as a 
practice. Certainly the develop
ment of the principle goes back 
to the 1930s and '40's with the 
Communist Party of South 
Africa and various trade 
unions responsible for early 
notions. The Congress move
ment developed the principle 
further during the 1950s and it 
took centre-stage in the 1955 
Freedom Charter, albeit with 
questions remaining about pre
cise interpretation of the 
"national groups and races" 
also prevalent in that august 
document. 

However, in practice non-
racialism was onlv installed as 

recently as 1969 in terms of membership of 
the ANC and 1985 regarding its national 
executive committee, while the present year 
has seen some fuss about continuing sepa
ratism of the Transvaal and Natal Indian 
Congresses. 

The 1980s also saw a certain amount of 
turbulence within the ranks of the National 
Forum regarding the meaning in practice of 
anti-racism. It was only a few months ago 
that Sansco and Nusas merged in the estab
lishment of the practice rather than the prin
ciple of non-racialism. 

Let us not overstate the case. Indeed enor
mous credit is due, particularly to the • The forces of racism are, unhappily, 

rather robust - again testified by present-day Congress movement, and in recent'years to 
the UDF and trade unions, for the fairly firm UK and USA. Racism comes back in new 

forms, disguises and with a range of sub
tleties. 

• Although typically and primarily asso
ciated with the ANC and allies, it now seems 
that non-racialism has been embraced as a 
key principle by all organisations in the 
broad liberation movement. However, they 
do not all necessarily mean the same thing 
by the term non-racialism. There may even 
be competing views about what is meant by 
non-racialism. Some may label the principle 
and strategy as anti-racism. Therefore the 
term may be depicted better by the notion of 
numerous "threads" rather than the singular. 

foothold that non-racialism has managed to 
gain in the imagination of many people. Also 
let us not misunderstand. Non-racialism (of 
course in full combination with the other 
three key principles mentioned above) is the 
most central and precious principle and 
practice in the struggle against racism both 
here and abroad. That is precisely why 
questions have to be asked: because it is so 
important. It is for the future that we need to 
pose questions about non-racialism. First 
what exactly do the various political parties 
and trade unions mean by non-racialism or 
where do they stand in relation to non-
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racialism as a key principle!* Here is a sug-
ited task for Idasa: gather rliis information 
comprehensively and clearly as possible. 
Then begins a second and perhaps more 

important set of questions; questions thai 
will undoubtedly rage for years lo come* 
How will the general principal of non-
racialism be translated into specific policies 
and practices? For instance we may agree 
upon a practice of affirmative action in ser
vice of the principle of non- racial ism. But 
what will be its boundaries? At what sites 
and in what manner will it best be effective? 
To what extent? And where will affirmative 
action lead to passivity rather than activity* 

What exactly should the policy of 
non-racialism prescribe in respect 
of education, health and welfare, 

land and housing, legislation and the courts 
as well as in the arenas of arts, culture and 
national svmbols? In some of these areas 
debate has started; in others, questions 
regarding the practicalities of non-racialism 
have hardly begun to emerge. Take educa
tion for instance. In the United States, 
desegregation of educational institutions 
has been a fraught issue for many years, 
with few dear answers- Yet locallv. in thi* 
respect we have hardly started. In economic 
terms what will have changed if whites in 
the main remain wealthy (and retain owner
ship] while Macks generally stay poor? Cer
tainly "race^-consdousness will not be 
much altered. 

Non-racialism, rooted in 

negatives and refusals, wil l 

itself require transformation 

into positives* 

Two final thoughts in an effort to stimu
late debate. First, it seems that non-racialism 
- of necessity forged in resistance politics, 
thus centrally rooted in negatives and 
refusals - will itself require transformation 
into positives: aims, goals, policies and prac
tices. How is this to be done? Secondly a 
suggestion. In its most positive sense the 
principle/policy of non*racialism/anti-
racism should (like some recent strands of 
feminist thinking) entertain and embody a 
paradox: the striving for a bond of common 
identity along with the recognition and tol
erance of differences* 

Non-racialism is certainly a most lauda-
tory dream; it is time to consider more care
fully its practice 

Don Foster is professor of psychology at the 
University of Cape Town. 

(Copies of Prof Foster's inaugural addrest, delitrred 
in August 1991, may he obtained from tdasa's 

Media Department. 1 Penzance fawrf, 
Mou*niv 7700) 

Flurry over symbols a 
handy bypass? 
The intensity with which the question of a potential national flag and 

anthem has been contested would seem to suggest that the divisive attl* 

tudes and assumptions of the past remain bottle-necked below the 

surface of evolving political relations. 

By Erika Coetzee 

The furore which has erupted around 
the flag and anthem proposed for 
South Africa's participation in the 

Olympic Games appears to have grabbed 
the public imagination. With the obvious 
exception of the resistance demonstrated 
around the imposition of VAT few issues in 
the course of 1991 have enpyed such fervent 
and spontaneous attention 

The themes that underlie the debate 
around svmbols for a 'new South Africa" 
are dearly fundamental one* national unity; 
representation, inclusivity, democracy, 
breaking with the past There seems to be a 
desire to find ways of expressing a novel 
common identity: from the design of new 
bank notes to the furtive media glimpses at 
the dress Miss SA will wear at the Miss 
World competition- Yet it is the symbols that 
Hill accompany South Afncan athletes to the 
Olympics in Barcelona that have catapulted 
thi* trend into the limelight. 

Newspaper letter columns have been lit
tered with contributions from pro and anti 
factions* Front-page results from phone-in 
polls engendered vehement new rounds of 
debate. Suburban Saturday afternoons, tra-
ditionally reserved for uninterrupted com
munion with Topsport, have become 
tentative sites for reflection on the nature of 
national symbols. A wave of passionate 
opinion has suddenly emerged out of what 
is often regarded as the politically apathetic 
middle class. 

It is understandable that public interest 
may veer towards this particular aspect of 
the political transition taking place in South 
Africa: national symbols are, after all, the 
more visible and tangible manifestations of 
the process of nation-building. To many, 
they are more accessible than constitutional 
negotiations, more immediate and familiar 
than "building a culture of democracy"* It is 
thus not surprising that active participation 
in the debate around appropriate symbols -
be it nostalgic allegiance to the Springbok or 
support for the neutral compromise of 
Beethoven - seems to outweigh responses to, 
say, the Law Commission's proposed Bill of 
Rights. 

The intense reaction evoked by the pro
posed symbols then seems to reveal a popu

lar doorway into the prevailing political pro
cess; it appears to indicate that the public is 
involved and concerned, impassioned by the 
prospect of new nationhood as South Africa 
is reintroduced to the international arena. 

Yet there is also something disconcerting 
about this fervent interest in Olympic sym
bols, and the outrage and indignation voiced 
in relation to them. Like the svmbob them-
selves, the reactions they evoke represent a 
larger network of associations and ideas. 
Expressing attachment to a flag or emblem ts 
in itself a token way of communicating a 
range of related beliefs and loyalties. In the 
"spirit of reconciliation', lingering prejudice, 
anger and fear may be obscured by the 
seemingly open debate around a range of 
"new South African" issues and catch 
phrases. The intensity with which the ques
tion of a potential national flag and anthem 
has been contested would seem to suggest 
that the divisive attitudes and assumptions 
of the past remain bottle-necked below the 
surface of evolving political relations. 

It is almost as if this debate has created an 
alternative route for the expression of 
anger, resentment, indignation: a route 

which does not require grappling directly 
with people or groups, or with the histori
cally loaded categories of race and ethnicity 
By focusing on the symbols themselves, it 
bypasses the whole complex mass of beliefs 
and attitudes about others that is tied up in 
the process of change. People are exempted 
from addressing one another; instead, they 
can re-direct their feelings about the past 
and the future towards this safer, inanimate 
common sphere. 

It is obviously necessary for South Africa 
to embark on a process of finding inclusive 
and appropriate national symbols. The dan
ger lies in skipping the basics: the develop
ment of democratic values, political 
tolerance, social understanding. Without 
addressing the cultural exclusivity of the 
past and the divisions that persist in many 
hearts and minds, the search for truly repre
sentative common symbols is likely to 
occupy many more reams of newsprint 

Erika Coetzee is a region*! co-ordfnalor in the 
Western Cape office of Idasi. 
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