
DEMOCRACY CONFERENCE 

Educating for 
democracy a 
tough challenge 
The Iheme of dreams and visions for a 

future democracy begun by Nelson 
Mandela on the opening night of the 

conference confronted harsh realitv the 
following day when the director of the Cen
tre for Human Values at Princeton Univer
sity, Prof Amy Gutmann, spoke of the need 
for education for democracy, 

"A principle requirement for democracy is 
education* education in opposition to 
oppression, discrimination and authoritari
anism...We need to be armed with a vision, 
but one that moves beyond opposition to a 
positive vision." 

\:on-repression, she said, requires that 
schools teach toleration and a broad respect 
for other views- However, they should not 
toe a political line. 

"Many South African schools may deny a 
fair hearing for leftist thought today, but 
these schools could deny a fair hearing to 
other views in the future...Schools must be 
insulated from the prevailing political pres
sures from the left, right or centre/' she said-

Legacies of racism could not be overcome 
by teaching from a book. Students needed 
[he direct experience of recognising the value 
and potential of their peers and therefore an 
economically and racially integrated class
room environment should be encouraged. 

Acknowledging the huge task that lay 

Aneed for national reconciliation and a 
commitment to a future which 
embodied the best for all South 

Africans - this was the message delivered by 
Nelson Mandela in his keynote address lo 
the "Democracy" conference. 

Yet he too, cautioned about the uncer
tainty of the transition process, saying the 
country stood at the crossroads with a "real 
and frightening possibility" that it could 
slide into a bottomless abyss on the one 
hand, while on the other, there was the 
potential of a bright and happy future for all 

"Whether we shall succeed or not 
depends on what we do now; tomorrow and 

ahead Gutmann said: "A scenario of change 
that includes democratic education may be 
difficult to implement, but one that excludes 
democratic education will be far more diffi
cult to endure". 

Just how large the task is was emphasised 
by Slellenbosch University academic Dr 
Amanda Gouws whose analysis of black 
and white South African student attitudes 
showed very low levels of tolerance and lim
ited understanding of what tolerance meant. 

Tolerance needs to 
be recognised as a 
democratic value' 

She said 270 white and 270 black students 
she had interviewed, all subscribed to a 
belief in civil liberties, yet when asked 
whether the groups whom they listed as 
"least liked" should be accorded the rights 
of freedom of speech and association there 
was a flat refusal. 

"The majority said their 'least-liked' 
groups should be banned.-. This kind of 
intense intolerance is higher than intolerance 
found in Israel," she said. 

Gouws said one predictor of tolerance 
was education - people with higher educa-

'Have the courage to 
forgive, to trust, to love 

and to dream...1 

the trying years ahead... It is time to make a 
clear and decisive break with the apartheid 
crime against humanity. The alternative is 
anarchy, chaos and more violence. In this 
regard, time is not at our mercy/' 

Mandela said the only hope for lifting 
South Africa out of its current crisis was for 
a foundation of real freedom and democracy 
to be built for all South Africans - regardless 
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tion were more tolerant, but as the students' 
reactions had shown, the concept of civil lib
erties could not simply be taught, people 
needed to understand what it meant. 

One of the problems with the concept of 
tolerance was that it was seen as a liberal 
value. This had led to a perception that lib
eral tolerance was repressive because it 
called for tolerance of evil ideas. However, 
she argued that tolerance needed to be 
recognised as a democratic value. 

Despite calls for "liberator)' intolerance" 
from certain political organisations, Gouws 
insisted that to demand silence from certain 
groups was to be intolerant and anti-demo
cratic. 

"If a society is tolerant, and if it puts up 
with ideas it rejects, it is highly unlikely that 
those ideas will become the dominant 
ideas," she argued. "Tolerance is uncondi
tionally necessary for veracity to be exter
nalised.-.We must teach children through 
liberation what tolerance means." 

Speaking of the necessity for informal 
adult education and Idasa's proposed train
ing centre for democracy, Idasa executive 
director Dr Alex Boraine said the litmus test 

of race, colour, creed or gender. Any notion of 
white supremacy had to be totally eliminated. 

It was in everyone's interests, he said, to 
"have the courage to forgive, to trust, to love 
and to dream...Nothing less than such a 
covenant can propel us all from the current 
unhappy state of affairs to the happy, robust 
and triumphant South Africa which all of us 
and all succeeding generations so richly 
deserve." 
Speaking of his years in prison, Mandola 
said his convictions would always be worth 
more than the anguish they had caused him, 
but he added his fate was one which he 
would not wish upon even the worst of his 
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[for democracy was the experience and 
[expectations of jobless youths. 

"The 17 or 18-year-old youngster in a 
Hownship with no job, no home, no security, 
pieeds to be convinced that the struggle for 
[democracy makes sense in terms of their 
[escape from the ghetto* We cannot wait for a 
democratic government before we trans

form the education system. We must begin 
| now/' 

Programme director for the Institute of 
Multi-Party Democracy Dr Seshi 
Chonco echoed similar sentiments* 

He spoke of the difficulty of making 
[democracy a concrete experience in the 
[townships and squatter camps around the 
[country when what people most needed 
land wanted were basic amenities such as 
toilet facilities. 

He said a process of deliberation should 
•be promoted to question and debate and 
|arrive at a common understanding of what 
[constituted democracy, The institutions of 
schools and political parties were essential 
to this process. • 

v̂e break 
enemies. It was "a cruelly to which no 

[decent society would want to expose its citi-
[..zens...a tragic indecency from which any 
I sane societv will se?k to shield its children/' 

Concluding on a challenging note, Man
dela said South Africa should be a societv 
which fostered a healthy respect and appre

ciation for all races. 
"A united, non-racial, non-sexist and 

democratic society is the best hope for the 
I delivery of such a society into the hands of 
our children. It is a vision we advance. It is a 
vision we invite you to examine...and 

| enrich. If needs be, it is a vision we challenge 
you to surpass." 3 

Vote must mean 
empowerment too 

Offering some thoughts on the future 
of democracy, Nigerian academic 
Claude Ake suggested that the 

most appropriate democracy was not one 
which dealt only with constitutional 
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rights, but one which united political and 
economic rights - a social democracy, 

'There is no freedom in abject poverty 
and no freedom in ignorance. If we talk of 
the future of democracy in Africa we must 
think of producing enough surplus 
[wealth] to support it" 

Ake said there was a danger of people 
using civil society tautologically to define 
democracy. Civil society was an effect of 
democracy not a precondition for it 

He suggested that civilian defence 
against state power in 
Africa came through 
the development of 
associational life Com
munal life and ethnic 
or cultural groups 
were not a problem in 
themselves. It was the 
political exploitation of 
cultural identities that 
caused problems. 

"We must take com-
munty, collective and 
cultural rights seri
ously. If we don't we 
will repeat the mis
takes of history/' he 
said. 

"People identify 
with these groups 
because it is useful to do so. The state 
must not denounce ethnicity, but must dis
place its utility by offering alternatives for 
people's security/' 

Secretary-general of the National Union 
of Mineworkers Marcel Golding said the 
extension of the franchise in South Africa 
should be accompanied by economic and 
industrial democracy 

"The franchise is an indispensable 
weapon, but patterns of wealth distribu
tion must be changed... Democracy must 
empower people if we are to generate con
fidence in the system of government/' he 
argued. 

Echoing certain points advanced by Ake 
at the opening of the conference, Golding 
said it was not enough to have formal 

rights guaranteed in a democratic system, 
substantive rights had to be ensured as 
welt 

'There is no freedom in 
abject poverty and no 
freedom in ignorance' 

The legacy of unemployment, low edu
cation standards, inadequate health care, 
the homeland system and general suspi
cion would make it difficult to build and 
reconstruct society- The mere removal of 
repressive legislation would not undo 
decades of underdevelopment. 

Stoffel van der Merwe and Marcel Golding 

National Party secretary-general Mr 
Stoffel van der Merwe while endorsing the 
need to create a democratic culture and set 
democratic practices, warned of the 
tyranny of the majority. 

"One man one vote is an essential ele
ment of democracy, but not the only ele
ment/' he said and later suggested that "if 
51 percent of the vote gives 100 percent of 
power, this is not good enough. We would 
advocate the idea of 'prescribed coali
tion'/' 

Van der Merwe said that despite the dif
ficulties and the "special circumstances in 
South Africa", if one took account of the 
essence of democracy such as freedom of 
the individual and society, then a growing 
degree of democracy could be achieved- J 


