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    AUTHOR’S NOTE ON THE TEXT


    ON PLACE NAMES


    Many place names in the Eastern Cape have changed since democracy. This is to bring them in line with the way they are actually pronounced in isiXhosa rather than the way they were transliterated by the colonists. So “Idutywa” is now “Dutywa,” “Umtata” is now “Mthatha,” and so on. Because most of my informants refer to these places by their former names, I have used only these former names in the text, to avoid confusion.


    ON CURRENCY


    South Africa used the British pound sterling (£) until it became a republic in 1961, when it changed to the rand (R). This book works accordingly. When the original amounts in the text are in rands, they are reflected in rands and not converted. The rand and the U.S. dollar were roughly equal in the mid-1980s. In the 1990s, there were between 3 and 5 rands to the dollar; this dropped to 7 by the early 2000s, and was at around 15 at the time of publication.


    ON SOURCES


    Over 200 people were interviewed for this book. Most were willing to speak on the record, but some preferred to remain anonymous. While unattributed sources are common in journalism, they are less so in serious biography; they are, however, unavoidable in a project of this particular nature, published at this particular time. All quotes from these interviews have been carefully cross-checked and are not cited in the Notes. All other direct quotes, from written sources, are cited in the Notes. In the Bibliographical Notes I provide contextual sources and suggest further reading. With the exception of off-the-record interviews, all materials collected in my research for this book are lodged at the South African History Archive at Wits University: www. saha.org.za.


    ON SPELLING AND STYLE


    This edition is an update of one first published in the United States by Palgrave Macmillan in 2009. The introduction, the final chapter (“Coriolanus at Polokwane”), and the epilogue are new, or significantly updated. There is also a new appendix, on Thabo Mbeki’s remarkable mother, Epainette. The rest of the book is exactly as in the Palgrave Macmillan edition, which means the pages have not been reset, and so the spelling is according to US convention. For the sake of consistency, the new and revised chapters use US spelling too. Similarly, some conventions have changed since 2009, such as “Black” rather than “black,” “brown” or “mixed race” rather than “Coloured,” etc. Some place names have changed too, such as “eSwatini” rather than “Swaziland.” Once more, in the interests of consistency, the new writing accords with the 2009 conventions and names.
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    INTRODUCTION


    THABO MBEKI AND THE DREAM DEFERRED


    On the night of Sunday, September 21, 2008 a somber Thabo Mbeki, surrender etched into his face, told the world that he was obliged to step down as president of South Africa because he had been fired by his own political party, the African National Congress (ANC). This was after a judge had found that he might have interfered with the prosecution on corruption charges of his former deputy, Jacob Zuma, one of his closest comrades and now a bitter rival.


    The judgment would later be overturned on appeal, but the damage was done: Mbeki’s political career was over. His ouster concluded a process that had begun in December 2007, when 4,000 delegates of the ANC met in Polokwane and were faced with choosing a leader, usually elected unopposed. It was a rare thing in Africa: a ruling political party dispatching an unwanted incumbent with neither a bullet nor a coup but via the ballot. Mbeki, who had effectively governed the country since 1994 (he was Nelson Mandela’s de facto prime minister before becoming president himself in 1999), was defeated by Zuma. It was a moment both exhilarating and brutal: the robust exercise of democracy but also something of a regicide. In his resignation speech seven months later, Mbeki made the point that he had been a loyal member of the ANC for 52 years. He was, in fact, understating things: The son of freedom fighters, Mbeki had been born into the movement, which he considered nothing less than his family. This proud, prickly, and very shy man thus left office not with the dignity of an elder statesman or paterfamilias but utterly humiliated.


    A decade later, the ANC did to Zuma exactly what it had done to Mbeki. After Zuma’s proxy—his ex-wife Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma—lost the contest for the presidency of the party to Cyril Ramaphosa in 2017, his party forced him to resign as president of the country in February 2018. Unlike Mbeki he refused at first, and when the party finally prevailed, his tone was aggrieved and petulant, different from the quiet dignity of his predecessor. Mbeki’s foundation put out a statement calling the move “long overdue,” given that Zuma faced “prosecution for alleged criminal offences” and was “directly associated with … the alleged corruption of various state bodies … and serious economic mismanagement.”1 Mbeki could be forgiven for feeling vindicated. He had fired Zuma as deputy president of the country in 2005, following evidence of a corrupt relationship with an old comrade who now funded him, Schabir Shaik. Mbeki told his confidants that the only reason he sought a third term as ANC president in 2007—even though he could not be the president of the country again—was to prevent Zuma from coming to power, given what he knew about him. Within months of Zuma’s assumption of the presidency, the Mail & Guardian newspaper revealed that his homestead at Nkandla, in rural KwaZulu-Natal, was being upgraded at taxpayers’ expense to the tune of R65 million.2 Over the next six years, Zuma’s cabinet members and officials brazenly covered up for him, but the Constitutional Court would finally rule in 2016 that he had to pay back the money—a judgment correctly interpreted by opposition parties as confirmation that he had violated his oath of office. By this point, Zuma’s corrupt relationship with the Guptas, a family of Indian immigrants, was well documented, and had become known as “state capture.” The term described the way the Zuma kleptocracy had captured key organs of state—from the revenue service to the electricity utility to the prosecuting authority—to protect itself while siphoning off public funds through corrupt contracts and tenders.


    The ANC had not put Zuma into the presidency immediately after Mbeki was fired; rather, it mandated his deputy in the party, Kgalema Motlanthe, to keep the seat warm until the April 2009 election, and until Zuma’s new political influence could ensure that he would not have to appear in court on criminal charges while sitting as the country’s president. Just two weeks before the election, the country’s acting national director of public prosecutions dropped charges against Zuma, citing political interference in the case. The charges would only be reinstated after Zuma was forced out of office in 2018. Thus did the ANC enter the post-Mbeki era morally compromised: Rather than dispensing with Zuma, it made his problems its own, by insisting on him as the country’s next president and then defending him to the hilt.


    In the years following his presidency, Thabo Mbeki has maintained an active Facebook feed, which he clearly updates personally at times. “Happy Freedom Day to All South Africans!” he posted, on April 27, 2021, above a famous photograph by Eli Weinberg (unattributed), of delegates to the 1955 Congress of the People in Kliptown, holding signs at a protest calling for “freedom of speech,” “better houses,” “better education,” and the like. At the time of Mbeki’s 2021 post, the hearings of the Judicial Commission of Inquiry into State Capture—widely known as the Zondo Commission, after its chair, Deputy Chief Justice Raymond Zondo—were very much in the headlines. Under the photograph, Mbeki ran an extract from the message he had written on Freedom Day twenty years previously, in 2001: “The freedoms we celebrate today include the freedom of our country from corruption. Among other things this means that we are committed to ensuring that nobody uses his or her positions or political or executive power to engage in corrupt acts that result in the diversion of public resources away from benefiting the people, into their own personal pockets. This is important in itself. But it is also especially important in the light of the poverty that continues to afflict millions of our people.”3


    The juxtaposition of the 1955 photograph, 2001 statement, and 2021 message was deft, poignant, provocative—and not a little self-serving. Mbeki was telling his 516,000 Facebook followers that he had been wise to the true outrage of corruption in South Africa—robbing the poor—from the very beginning. He was also linking the demands of South Africans in the worst days of apartheid to their demands today, for a fundamental set of rights that included the right to good government. By posting a photograph of the meeting that wrote the Freedom Charter he was inscribing the fight against state corruption into the narrative of the South African struggle.


    A generation earlier, the rhetorical high point of Mbeki’s time in office had been his “I am an African” speech to the Constitutional Assembly—a joint sitting of the houses of parliament—upon the adoption of South Africa’s new constitution, in May 1996. Rousing and soulful, expansive and inclusive, the speech forged a vision of common humanity and decency, and insisted on the African roots of the country’s new rule of law. It set the agenda, both domestically and internationally, for his time in office. Out of this speech Mbeki fashioned his “African Renaissance” ideology, founded on the principles of African excellence, self-reliance, self-confidence, and progress. At home, Mbeki expressed the African Renaissance through his Black Economic Empowerment policies and his confrontation of racism. Internationally, he designed the new African Union (AU) and its flagship programs, and set out to eradicate the old colonial power imbalances that still determined global geopolitics. Now, after his 2008 humiliation, Mbeki turned away from South Africa: Until he was relieved of his duties by Zuma in late 2009, he continued working as the primary mediator in the Zimbabwe conflict; he took on AU appointments mediating between Sudan and South Sudan, and in Côte d’Ivoire; and he led a high-level panel on illicit financial flows for the UN’s Economic Commission for Africa.


    Mbeki would return from these travels to the home he and his wife, Zanele, had built in Riviera, between Houghton, where Nelson Mandela had settled, and Saxonwold, where the Gupta family held court. The new Mbeki home was a sprawling but low-key stone and thatch complex that fused African style with the Randlord vernacular of these grand old Johannesburg suburbs. Following Mandela’s lead, the ex-president had set up a Thabo Mbeki Foundation, which focused on his legacy and on education; the foundation bought the property next door to his home and moved in there. Then, with a splashy launch in November 2020, Mbeki revealed his plans for a magnificent Thabo Mbeki Presidential Library to be built on the site, in the form of massive domes inspired by African granaries, designed by the Ghanaian-British superstar Sir David Adjaye. Mbeki’s presidential legacy project, the ambitious Freedom Park heritage complex outside Pretoria, had turned out to be a white elephant, as had the Cape Town Stadium he had insisted on building as a centerpiece for the 2010 FIFA World Cup. Now, with his library—for which the foundation was aggressively fundraising—he took another shot at posterity.


    Almost immediately after Mbeki left the presidency, the Riviera complex became the gathering point for Mbeki’s political allies, most of whom had also lost their leadership positions at Polokwane and had either left government or been fired. Later, the foundation convened many of them into a “Strategic Dialogue Group” that would, among other things, mount a critique in 2021 of Cyril Ramaphosa’s plan for post-COVID economic recovery.4 But in the period immediately following Mbeki’s ouster, the Riviera gatherings became focused, as one frequent visitor put it to me, on “trying to find a way to bring the ANC back to its fundamental mission. We felt like we were in exile again.”


    When asked during a live-audience radio interview in 2017 whether members of the Zuma government ever sought his counsel, Mbeki snapped, “No, they wouldn’t. They told me in 2008 that I was useless. I was not wanted. I don’t think they have changed their minds.”5


    In the early years of this internal exile, Thabo Mbeki was the backroom eminence of the Congress of the People (COPE), a new political party founded in November 2008 by his close supporters. Even though his 92-year-old mother, Epainette, spiritedly joined COPE, his own deep familial ties to the ANC made it impossible for him to do so. As a way of smoking out Mbeki’s true allegiance, Jacob Zuma said publicly that the ex-president would be compelled to campaign for the ANC; Mbeki responded—in a letter leaked by Mbeki’s office to the press—by asking tartly why the ANC would even want him to be associated with its brand, given that it had just expressed so little confidence in him that it had fired him as president. Anyway, Mbeki wrote, “I refuse absolutely to rule from beyond the grave.” As a “private South African and African citizen,” he would “ensure that whatever I do in no way involves me in the internal politics of the ANC or the functioning of the government of South Africa.”6


    But once Zuma left office in 2018 Mbeki revisited this earlier commitment, and agreed to campaign for the ANC again. On the election stump in 2019, he explained why he had stayed away for a decade: “I could not personally, in all honesty, come and say to a person, ‘Please vote for the ANC,’ knowing very well the wrong things that were happening.”7 With his party’s frank admission that it had “veered off course” and needed “renewal,” Mbeki found it possible to wear ANC colors again,8 and he assertively aligned himself with the reformist agenda of his old foe, Cyril Ramaphosa.


    By the time Jacob Zuma was finally sent to jail in June 2021—on a contempt of court sentence, for refusing to appear before the Judicial Commission of Inquiry into State Capture—the ANC had split definitively into two factions. One faction, led by Zuma’s supporters, fomented a mass insurrection ostensibly in protest at his arrest, unleashing a week of bloody violence and looting that left over 300 people dead and caused billions of rands in damage. The other faction, led by Ramaphosa now as president, found itself utterly incapable of containing the rioting—a graphic indication of the weakness of the South African state.


    At the time of the insurrection, the darkest moment in postapartheid South Africa yet, the Thabo Mbeki Foundation issued a statement issued a statement: South Africa was “harvesting the bitter fruits of a counter­revolutionary insurgency that has long been germinating in the bowels of what we commonly call ‘state capture’.”9 Six months later, in January 2022, Mbeki developed this theme in a short address he made to the ANC’s National Executive Committee (NEC), which he had begun attending again, in his ex officio capacity as a past party president. “State capture,” he said, was a “sustained counterrevolutionary campaign to destroy the institutions of the democratic state.”10


    Following the ANC’s dismal performance in the November 2021 local government elections—its worst ever—Mbeki penned a letter to the party’s current leadership. “We carry much of the blame for this outcome,” he wrote, before presenting a detailed plan for renewal. As he had done publicly during the campaign itself, Mbeki criticized Ramaphosa’s government for failing to move more quickly on developing a social compact for economic reconstruction, and on developing “a truly capable developmental state”: He very accurately diagnosed this to be the result of an atavistic unease on the part of many in the party about “working closely with private capital.” Somewhat bizarrely in a letter written to his party on how to win a democratic election, Mbeki invoked the Communist Party of China as a role model for how to “eliminate” bad apples from the party in order to maintain its popularity. He warned that “if matters get worse,” there would be “a strategic defeat of the progressive movement and an historic victory for the right wing.”11


    Sent by the ANC in February 2022 to mediate between two warring factions of the party in the Free State province, Mbeki amplified this message, making the ANC’s renewal a matter of national rather than just party urgency: “If the ANC collapsed today, ceased to exist, this country would become ungovernable simply because of the influence of the party.”12 Mbeki said this in a public address broadcast on television: It was meant to be heard by the nation, as well as by the party. It signaled his complete return to the worldview that had spawned him and nurtured him: There was no path to South African freedom not led by the ANC. As always with the intellectual Mbeki, there was an analytical component to this: The ANC was too big to be allowed to fail. But there was also sentiment, and faith: the ANC as family, as church.


    At the outset of 2022, the year he was to turn 80, Thabo Mbeki was making a striking comeback into the public life of his party and his country. His dismissal had been the tragic denouement to a long, illustrious, but highly controversial public career. His rehabilitation, in the ANC and in the eyes of much of the South African public, sometimes had the feeling of a redemptive final act.


    _______________


    The first significant time Thabo Mbeki was seen publicly on the South African political stage, following his 2008 dismissal, was in December 2013, at Nelson Mandela’s mass memorial service outside Soweto. When Mbeki entered the FNB Stadium, a cheer rippled through the 70,000-strong crowd: “Mbeki! Mbeki! Mbeki!” The cheer was repeated every time his image flashed across the stadium screen. Zuma, the sitting president of the country, was roundly booed. This marked the turning point that would lead to Zuma’s own dismissal four years later—and the confirmation of a growing nostalgia for Mbeki’s presidency in much of the public mind.


    Five years previously, there had been widespread support from across society for the ANC’s decision to dismiss Mbeki—from big business and the intelligentsia to trade unions and the left. “It was clear that if South Africa’s fragile new democracy was to be saved, Mbeki had to go,”13 wrote the political commentator R. W. Johnson of Mbeki’s recall, claiming that there was unusual consensus on this matter, from left to right. The public intellectual Xolela Mangcu reflected a conventional wisdom that “this country is in the muck it is in because of Mbeki’s actions.”14 


    While many of the criticisms of Mbeki were legitimate and healthy, the pitch of the discourse often seemed fueled by a sense of anger and betrayal leveled at someone who had been vested with a responsibility far greater than mere executive office. Mbeki became a lightning rod for so many frustrations. It was as if, by voting him into office, South Africans had charged him with nothing less than the custody of their dreams, and with every violent crime, with every unemployed high-school graduate, with every AIDS death, he stood accused of shattering them. If Mbeki’s removal from power was something of a regicide, this was because the ANC had ceded so much power to him that the only way to claim it back was to decapitate him. Mbeki may well have earned this fate because of his own regal behavior. But what was remarkable about so much of the commentary on Mbeki immediately after his fall was the extent to which it ceded to him precisely the power for which it purported to critique him: It created of him a demonic fetish for all that was poisonous, or ineffective, or mendacious, in South African public life.


    After Mbeki’s departure, a brief “Polokwane Spring” lifted the country out of the oppressive doldrums of the late Mbeki years, which had been characterized by stifling attempts to control political discourse, an accusatory rhetoric of racism, an increasingly distant and alienated leadership of party and country, and contention particularly over AIDS and Zimbabwe. But the change of ANC leadership coincided with the global economic crash of 2008, and the economic growth that Mbeki had stewarded began to stagnate. At the same time, evidence of Zuma’s corruption emerged, both at Nkandla and with the Guptas. By the time Zuma was being booed at the Mandela memorial, the term “state capture” was current and South Africa was in a full-fledged recession; the previous year the country had received its first credit-rating downgrade since the advent of democracy. In the public mind, Zuma’s corruption and the economic crisis were increasingly connected. A legend started to grow around Mbeki: He was a principled and honest man with no hint of corruption; he was a gifted technocrat and skilled economist who ran the country well; he was an intellectual with a firm grip on policy, a man of vision and ideas.


    Many of the scandals that loomed large in the Mbeki presidency paled in comparison with what was happening under Zuma, wrote Tinyiko Maluleke—a university professor and a trenchant public intellectual—in 2016. Maluleke was frank about Mbeki’s shortcomings, but he recalled a day in 2009 when “my office was invaded by a bunch of angry and highly politicised students,” coming to plead with him to help prevent “a rumoured Mbeki institute” proposed for the campus. He suggested they take a longer view of history, and that in thirty years or so “South African institutions would fight to become hosts and bearers of the legacy of Thabo Mbeki’s name.” He was wrong, he wrote: “It has happened much sooner.”15 (Indeed, one of Mbeki’s most successful legacy projects has been the Thabo Mbeki African Leadership Institute at the University of South Africa; in 2020, the Thabo Mbeki African School of Public and International Affairs was established in partnership with Mbeki’s foundation.)


    As was evidenced by the cheering for Mbeki during the Mandela memorial, nostalgia for the former president was particularly strong among educated urban black South Africans, whom Zuma—a rural man with no formal education whatsoever—had derided as “clever” blacks in his 2012 campaign to be re-elected party president.16 For educated South Africans, it was hard not to contrast the doltish and self-interested Zuma with the high-minded and intellectual Mbeki, a man who championed excellence and aspiration. In his years of exile, Mbeki was almost universally called “Chief”; during his years in office he was of course “President.” Now, as the patron of the Thabo Mbeki Foundation, he was addressed publicly, rather grandiosely, as “Patron.” He had come to assume the status of not only architect but patron, too, of South Africa’s black middle class.


    Despite the growing evidence of an urban alienation from the Zuma-led ANC—one that would cause it to lose control of all the country’s major metropoles in 2021—the party seemed unable to act against Zuma, supporting him as he ducked and dived to avoid having to pay back the Nkandla money and to remain out of jail even as the evidence of state capture mounted. The tide began to turn, somewhat, when Zuma fired his respected finance minister, Nhlanhla Nene, in December 2015 and replaced him with a Gupta-linked nonentity named Des van Rooyen. (The financial markets, and his comrades, responded so fiercely that Zuma was forced to fire Van Rooyen after just a few days in office.) The following year, the deputy finance minister, Mcebisi Jonas, revealed he had been offered a R600-million bribe by the Guptas to replace Nene. Urban South Africans of all races took to the streets in mass protest, supported by a sprinkling of ANC leaders. But on the whole, it was ANC party veterans, no longer dependent on patronage, who began the process from within the ANC of trying to oust Zuma from office.


    Mbeki was not one of the initiators of this veterans’ movement, but when he was approached to join it, he agreed to be one of its figureheads. He gave the closing speech at a conference convened in late 2017 to address the crisis, in which he voiced the opinion he had held since his own dismissal a decade previously: “The ANC has been captured by a dominant faction which in fact is not ANC … in terms of its values, in terms of what it does from day to day. You wake up in the morning and you see a report—money that should have gone into the ANC has been stolen. That can’t be the ANC.”17


    In Mbeki’s frequently articulated formulation, there were good cadres who were legitimate members of the ANC, and corrupt counterrevolu­tionaries who were impostors. This splitting of the party into good and bad was both idealistic and revisionist. It was idealistic in that it insisted that the party’s only redemption was through a return to the values and principles on which Mbeki had been suckled. And it was revisionist in two ways. The first was that it invoked an idealized struggle history uncontaminated by abusive practices and waged by people with only noble intentions. And the second, of course, was that it wrote a script for Mbeki’s 2007 defeat and 2008 ouster. The people who dispatched him were “not ANC”: They were “counter­revolutionaries,” “careerists,” criminals.


    “This can’t be the ANC.” But it was the ANC, of course: an ANC ruling party and an ANC government that had brought a decade of darkness upon South Africa, leading the country not only into moral bankruptcy but economic ruin and a collapse of essential state services too. Was the ANC “captured” by corrupt outsiders who ejected Thabo Mbeki from power and destroyed his legacy? Or is Mbeki himself an author of the misfortune that befell South Africa following his dismissal: not just by facilitating Zuma’s rise to power but by failing to stem the corrupt practices that emerged in his tenure, by presiding over an earlier era of patronage, and putting into place a particular set of policies and practices that set the scene for what would follow? 


    I examine these questions in the final chapter of this book, and in the new epilogue I have written for this edition.


    _______________


    What happens to a dream deferred?


    Does it dry up


    like a raisin in the sun?


    Or fester like a sore—


    And then run?


    Does it stink like rotten meat?


    Or crust and sugar over—


    like a syrupy sweet?


    Maybe it just sags


    like a heavy load.


    Or does it explode?


    “Harlem,” by Langston Hughes18


    In the ANC’s first years in government, Thabo Mbeki often cited the poet Langston Hughes to voice his anxieties about the crisis of expectation he believed was building among black South Africans, because of the slowness of change: “What happens to a dream deferred?” he asked in parliament in 1998, turning Hughes’s final question into a prophecy: “It explodes.”19


    Later Mbeki admitted to me that he and his comrades in government had felt deeply disempowered at the time, constrained from their plans to build their new society by factors ranging from the global economic environment to the recalcitrant civil service they inherited, to their own lack of experience, to the racist Afropessimism about the continent that seemed to put a cap on any of its ambitions, to the AIDS epidemic, which, through a terrible coincidence of history, appeared to be decimating the very population they had just liberated. This sense of disempowerment was at the root of much of the dissonance of the Mbeki era: from AIDS to Zimbabwe, from the defensive way Mbeki responded to all criticism to the conspiratorial way he gathered and wielded power. His preoccupation with the “dream deferred” thus seemed to have a personal application as well: His own fantasies of self-determination had been put on hold, even as he sat in the most powerful office in the land.


    At Polokwane and after, these dreams—both for the country and for himself—seemed to shatter, and at times Mbeki’s prophecy of explosion seemed be coming true: in the police massacre, reminiscent of Sharpeville, of 34 striking miners at Marikana in August 2012; in the violence of the Fallist student uprising on university campuses in 2015; and most of all in the July 2021 insurrection. Langston Hughes wrote his “Montage of a Dream Deferred” in the late 1940s, deeply affected by the Harlem race riots of 1943, triggered by a white police officer’s shooting of a black American soldier: There were running battles with police, shops were looted, streets trashed. Now, in the aftermath of the July 2021 riots in South Africa, it seemed more than ever like a prophecy here.


    I went back to look at how, and why, Thabo Mbeki had used Hughes’s poem in parliament in 1998. It was when he was deputy president, to open a debate on reconciliation and nation-building. He repeated his famous and controversial statement that South Africa was “two nations,” one white and wealthy and the other “black and poor.” If these two nations were not reconciled economically as well as politically, he said, the “conviction” would become “entrenched” that “the concept of nation-building is a mere mirage”: A “mounting rage” would explode.20


    To what extent did Mbeki predict this “rage,” and to what extent did he conjure or channel it? Later in this book, I examine his use of a racialized political rhetoric to differentiate himself from the “national reconciliation” of Nelson Mandela’s tenure, and to dispense with the “rainbow nation” bromides of the negotiated settlement, which he and many others felt had let white South Africans off the hook. The corrosive effect of his focus on race was most clearly visible in his attitude to the AIDS epidemic, which he understood to be driven by racist understandings of black male sexuality, and a global imbalance that made unsuspecting black folk from the global south into markets for toxic medicines from the industrialized world. Usually coolly polite in public, Mbeki only occasionally let his own rage show, as when he was asked, by the opposition in parliament in 2004, why he continued to ignore the AIDS pandemic. The real issue was racial prejudice, he snapped: “I will not keep quiet while others whose minds have been corrupted by the disease of racism accuse us, the black people of South Africa, Africa and the world, as being, by virtue of our Africanness and skin colour, lazy, liars, foul-smelling, diseased, corrupt, violent, amoral, sexually depraved, animalistic, savage and rapist.”21


    In the run-up to the Polokwane conference, the politics of race-inflected rage was trained on Mbeki himself—by the emerging ANC Youth League leader Julius Malema, in a barrage of crude public insults accusing Mbeki of being an elitist collaborator and a sellout, given his administration’s neoliberal macroeconomic policy. Malema whipped up the rage of poor urban youths who felt deeply marginalized from a party and society that seemed to offer no prospects of, as the ANC slogan put it, “a better life for all”: First he harnessed it for Zuma, then he turned it against him. When Malema was expelled from the party in 2012—in part for the heresy of comparing Zuma unfavorably with Mbeki—he gathered the rage into a new political party, the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF), whose detonations played a decisive role in bringing down Zuma, even as they degraded the country’s democratic institutions. (Malema and other EFF leaders, too, would be implicated in corruption allegations.)


    But “rage” did not seem to capture the dominant motivating emotion of the rioters and looters participating in the July 2021 insurrection in KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng. Certainly, there was an attempt by shadowy insurrectionists to kindle rage—the torching of trucks and buildings—but, for the masses of looters, the trashing of shopping malls and warehouses seemed more about getting to the commodities inside them than some kind of destructive fury. Equally confounding, to many observers, was that looters would trash the precious infrastructure of townships—so long in coming—and their own ongoing food security. To this, the shack dwellers’ movement Abahlali baseMjondolo responded: “If you ask people what they will eat after the riots are finished they say that they are hungry now. They will say that hunger is more deadly than COVID. If you ask them about the people who will lose their jobs they say what about our children who graduated but have no jobs? People are only looking at the present, and not the future. This is because they do not feel that they have a future.”22


    Three months after the July 2021 insurrection, Thabo Mbeki went to eThekwini (Durban), its epicenter, on the campaign trail for the ANC in the local government elections. Addressing an audience of black professionals and entrepreneurs, he noted that one of the causes of the insurrection had been the serious crisis in both the economy and service delivery: This was a “reflection” of the ANC’s “failure” in government. He spoke of the economic recovery plans developed by both the business sector and the government, and expressed his strong opinion that the “blockage” in moving forward came from government inertia, or inefficiency, or incompetence, or aversion to the private sector: “Something is wrong there.”23 Of course, such commentary needs to be weighed against a subtle agenda present in much of Mbeki’s recent commentary: Things went wrong after you threw me out. But notwithstanding the ways these problems have roots in his own presidency, Mbeki’s truth-telling is very important and strangely under­reported, as much of his post-presidential life has been.


    The effect of the insurrection on South Africa seems—as with Marikana, or the Fallist insurrection, or any number of smaller acts of violence over service delivery—to be paralysis or entropy rather than collapse or explosion. Despite the flashfire explosions, often violent and destructive, post-apartheid South Africa exhibits some of the other consequences of the dream deferred suggested in Langston Hughes’s poem.


    There is the sagging of a bureaucracy under the heavy load of patronage that is the curse of African politics, in an environment where the state is often the only employer and where jobs are often dispensed rather than earned. There is the rotten stench of corruption and the way it was for too long covered up, in the first instance with the multibillion-rand arms procurement deal put together by Mbeki when he was deputy president. There is the sugary crusting-over of dreams with the conspicuous consump­tion of “tenderpreneurs,” blinged-up political operatives who follow, in their insouciance, the example of wealthy white compatriots. Nothing symbolized the way South Africans live beyond their means than the image, from the July 2021 looting, of a man caught on television loading Woolworths groceries into his large Mercedes-Benz. Alongside this, of course, there is the ever-deepening inequality, the festering sore of poverty due to the country’s economic crisis, an unemployment rate of 35 percent, a crime epidemic that makes South Africa one of the most violent societies in the world—and, most recently, the COVID-19 pandemic that has served to bring this inequality into such sharp relief.


    The first years of democracy brought South Africa an unprecedented period of economic growth, albeit without commensurate employment growth, and the unexpected gift of political stability. But the ideals of this era have dried up, like so many raisins in the sun, as the nation’s leaders have revealed themselves to be not the demigods of struggle mythology but as flawed and as self-serving as any. One verse, in particular, has stuck with me from Langston Hughes’s great poem cycle, and I have found myself repeating it, almost as an incantation:


    From river to river,


    Uptown and down,


    There’s liable to be confusion


    when a dream gets kicked around.24


    _______________


    If there was a national explosion as a consequence of the dream deferred, perhaps it happened in 2015, during the “Fallist” uprisings on university cam­puses that began that year: “Rhodes Must Fall,” against racism and colonialism in higher education, and “Fees Must Fall,” for free tertiary education for all. The protests shut most universities down, and saw damage done to millions of rands’ worth of property. The protesting students were driven by a righteous rage: against not only the ongoing racism of their universities and society but also the complicity of their parents in the “rainbow nation” politics of reconciliation that brought peace but not equality to South Africa. These young South Africans did indeed view the post-apartheid project of “nation-building,” as Mbeki had predicted, as a “mere mirage.”


    The university students who led the Fallist uprising of 2015 offered a spirited rejection of “rainbowism,” sometimes with a crudely ahistorical critique of the accommodations made by Mbeki’s generation of leaders. In truth, the students who led the revolution are both the avatars of Mbeki’s greatest legacy—the rapid growth of a black middle class—and his ideological offspring. They were raised on his African Renaissance ideology, which they injected with the insurrectionist radicalism of Frantz Fanon and Steve Biko and the anger of the Black Lives Matter movement. In a 2015 speech at Wits University, the author Panashe Chigumadzi described the anger of her “coconut” class of young educated black people: “Instead of becoming the trusted mediators between black and white, we are now turning to conceptions of blackness and mobilising anger at the very concept of the rainbow nation. The fantasy of a colour-blind, post-racial South Africa has been projected onto us coconuts, but our lived experiences are far from free of racism.”25


    Mbeki strongly criticized the violence and destruction on South Africa’s campuses as “cutting off one’s nose to spite one’s face,” but he made the connection himself, between his ideas and the protests, in his 2017 inaugural speech as the chancellor of the University of South Africa. He expressed “appreciation and understanding” for the Fallist protesters, reminding his audience of what he had said to an African Student Leaders Summit in 2010, in which he cited the Ghanaian novelist Ayi Kwei Armah on the need to “wake up from (the) spell (of Eurocentricism) and remake our society and our continent”. The “regenerated African university must be the principal driver” of an “intellectual awakening,” Mbeki said, on both occasions, that would “empower the peoples of Africa to remake our societies and our Continent.”26


    Re-engaging with Thabo Mbeki as I write these words means re-encountering an archive of idealism somewhat out of place in the banal and shopworn Zuma era, or the weary technocracy of the Ramaphosa era, a lofty old-school register very different too from the woke Fallism it helped to spawn. If Mandela’s South Africa embodied the “rainbowy” ideals of reconciliation, and Mbeki’s claimed to be driven by black excellence, then Zuma’s was at worst a feeding trough for rent-seekers and at best a rowdy town hall of competing interests, driven by patronage and riven by personality, grubby with politics. In the aftermath, Ramaphosa’s is depleted, and out of ideas.


    This book sets out to explain how South Africa got to this place and how and why Mbeki ruled the way he did: It understands him as a brilliant but flawed individual with a traumatic upbringing, a difficult past, and a vision for the future that he was not always able to put into practice. And, in this latest edition, published fourteen years after he left office, it examines his legacy and tries to understand the role he played in bringing the country to where it is now, at the time of writing, in 2022.


    Thabo Mbeki’s father, Govan, was born in 1910, his mother, Epainette, in 1916. The story of the Mbeki family describes a grand arc through the last intense century of South African history: from colonial dispossession and white supremacy, through the struggle for liberation, into the separation and hardship of prison and exile, and finally homecoming, reunion, the ascent to power with its dream of redemption, and then the fall from power and collapse of this dream. Mbeki’s own path coincides closely with the tumultuous past South African century, and impacts directly on it. This book tracks back along this path to make sense of the leader Mbeki became and the kind of country he governed for nearly fifteen years. It tries to understand the confusion that was South Africa in the early twenty-first century by looking at the past of the man who carried, on his not particularly broad shoulders, the collective burden of a country seeking to redeem a dream too long deferred.


    This is not simply the story of a single man but the epic tale of a dynasty: of a family that was among the first Christian converts in southern Africa; of the riches and status they earned as “black Englishmen” and then of the way they lost it all through a century of brutal dispossession; of their attempts to regain dignity and agency through the embrace of communism and the liberation movement; of their incarceration, dislocation into exile, even destitution; of their homecoming and of the difficulties inherent in their eventual empowerment. Mbeki was born to middle-class communist missionaries who had set up shop in one of the bleakest, most dispossessed corners of rural South Africa, and he was schooled in the very last class to receive a mission-school education before apartheid’s Bantu Education came crashing down onto the expectations of black South Africans. He came of age in Johannesburg in the months following the banning of the ANC and its subsequent decision to take up arms, and found his first real home while studying in Britain during the generational rebellion of the 1960s as his father, Govan Mbeki, was beginning a sentence of life imprisonment alongside Mandela on Robben Island. He shuttled, during his two decades of exile leadership, between the Stalinism of the Soviet Union and an ease in Western society that earned him unparalleled access to its corridors of power and enabled him to persuade even Reagan’s America that the ANC was an organization of freedom fighters rather than terrorists. With the possible exception of Mandela, no one’s role was greater in moving South Africa away from bloody civil war, by talking his comrades in exile out of their notions of communist revolution and talking white South Africans into an embrace of a negotiated settlement. For decades a backroom boy and bag-carrier for ANC elders, Mbeki ran Mandela’s government and then struggled to find his own way in the shadow of a living saint.


    This is also a story about home and exile, and how these two words describe not physical places but profound states of being not easily reconciled by coming back to the place one was once forced to leave, the place for which one has spent one’s entire life fighting. It is a story, too, of political intrigue: of a revolutionary movement struggling first to defeat and then to seduce a powerful and callous enemy; of the battle between unity and discord and the dogged rise and fall of a quiet, clever, diligent but unpopular man who seemed to take little joy in power but had much need for it. It is also a study of patrimony: its fractures and its obligations. It is about Thabo Mbeki, the son of Govan Mbeki, who put struggle before family and taught his children to do likewise; about Kwanda Mbeki, the son of Thabo Mbeki, who never knew his father and who disappeared trying to find him; about Thabo Mbeki, the son and father of the ANC, a movement that was his family as well as the political party he led and that ultimately rejected him.


    _______________


    I began working on this book in what was in so many ways another century, in 1999, at the time the Mandela presidency was winding down and anxiety was growing about the aloof, obscure, and even paranoid man who was to replace him. Thabo Mbeki had once been the struggle’s “crown prince,” seducing the world—and white South Africans—into loving the ANC, but now he was described as at worst Machiavellian and at best enigmatic. Both these descriptions had become such media clichés that they had lost their meaning altogether: They were a lazy shorthand to describe a man no one could get a handle on, and Mbeki seemed to encourage it.


    Even as he became the most powerful person in the country, he shunned a public profile almost entirely, granting only rare and controlled interviews. I felt that if I could understand his history and how it had formed him, and then what had happened to him in the 1990s, I might be able to illuminate the dynamics of change I was living through in South Africa. Perhaps, too, I would be able to bring, into the daylight of democracy, the biography of a man in whose hands my country lay but whose revolutionary ethos impelled him to sublimate his subjective experience to the imperatives of struggle. Unlike Mandela, who made a fetish of his biography for South Africans to identify with (“I was in chains, you were in chains; as I was liberated, so were you; as I can forgive my oppressors, so too can you”), Mbeki denied any relevance of his biography, his subjective life, to the work he did. “I am the struggle, and the struggle is me,” he seemed to be saying. “There is nothing beyond or beneath that.”


    Although this is not an authorized biography, Mbeki agreed to cooperate. Over the course of eight years of research, I had seven interviews with him lasting a total of 20 hours, usually in a reception room in one of his official residences and on a weekend. The most substantial of these took place in August 2000, at Mahlamba Ndlopfu in Pretoria, just over a year after he became president. Mbeki had already agreed to cooperate with my project, and I had had two shorter interviews with him in the run-up to the 1999 elections, but now the prospect of an entire Saturday night stretched out before us. He was dressed casually—comfortable house shoes, slacks, a cardigan buttoned over a polo shirt, a well-gnawed pipe in his mouth. But bloodshot, puffy eyes betrayed his exhaustion. He had managed to burst out of Mandela’s shadow and into international recognition, not only as the liberating philosopher-king who was beginning to make postapartheid South Africa work and as the first African leader since the uhuru independence generation to have a visionary plan for African development, but also as the putative defender of a loathsome tyrant to the north and as an AIDS dissident crank.


    Over the previous year I had watched the South African presidency become more logical, more substantive, and more hands-on than it had been during the Mandela era. But I had also watched it contract to a point where it had become nitpicky rather than all-embracing, introverted rather than communicative, too often mistrusting and not often enough inspiring. I had watched Mbeki withdraw into an increasingly sullen and irascible isolation. And, most difficult indeed for a biographer, I had felt that I too had lost sight of my subject. His office had canceled meetings repeatedly. I knew that the bad press he had been receiving had made him more ambivalent than ever about letting an outsider in, and this sense of embattlement had radiated, like an electric shield, around him. When I touched base with his friends and colleagues, I found that even the most considered and independent ones either retreated into prickly caution or soared into manic praise-song. Meanwhile, I was perpetually called on to pronounce on him, in the media and at dinner tables. My friends knew that the surest way to plunge me into a sullen irascibility of my own was to ask me to explain him. It was something I found increasingly difficult to do: In my attempt to understand his position on AIDS, I even lost friends—who saw, in any attempt at empathy, a collusion in genocide. I was convinced that, no matter what my personal feelings, I had to maintain such empathy: The biographer’s job, I told my friends and critics somewhat self-righteously, was to see the world the way his subject did.


    The expectations were high, then, as I sat opposite Mbeki and watched him carve a space for us, with his pipe-smoking paraphernalia. The perpetual scraping and tapping kept his restless hands occupied, freeing his mind to work. We talked about the “disconnection”—his word—of his childhood, and about the way his African Renaissance ideology was powered, at least in part, by his need to reconnect with his roots. We talked about race and social transformation, about the difficulties of governance, about his history in exile. And we talked, for over two hours, about AIDS. I was impressed at his grasp of detail, but although his seductive capacity in one-on-one meetings is legendary, I felt neither seduced nor charmed by him. This was a job, and he worked. He was diligent, thorough, volunteering no more information than was requested and initiating no conversation himself; making no attempt at establishing a connection with small talk or even with more eye contact than was absolutely necessary.


    At some point, Mbeki’s wife, Zanele—an elegant, independent, and highly intelligent woman—rode into the room on the warm breath of a day’s outing. She was lively and effervescent, engaging and solicitous, excited by the prospect of joining us. I willed her silently to stay, but he willed her, with the greater force, to leave, and so she disappeared into the gloom, reappearing a couple of hours later in a dressing gown—“Oh, are you two still at it? Thabo will keep you all night!”—to offer some refreshment. A waiter subsequently emerged from the bowels of the darkened house, bearing a tray of cold, fried hors d’oeuvres. Mbeki waved him impatiently away, and the tray was put just beyond our reach. Finally, at close to midnight, I was running out of tape. I was exhausted and hungry, dying for a toilet but terrified to go in case, in my temporary absence, he realized he had a country to run. If this was an endurance test, he won. I found myself thanking him for his time and terminating the interview.


    He saw me out personally, and my last image was, finally, that of a host: a solitary man, snug in his woolen cardigan standing at the hardwood door of the grand, gabled Cape Dutch-style residence, offering what seemed to me to be a somewhat regretful half-wave good-bye. I imagined him wandering aimlessly about the huge old pile before finding himself upstairs in the comfort of his study, lost in his books and on the internet, bathed until dawn in the flickering blue light of his computer screen, a bottle of Scotch and his rack of briars his only company.


    As I drove home to Johannesburg, I tried to understand the emptiness I was feeling. This was the president of my country; he was enormously busy. He spoke to almost no journalists, and yet he had given me over six hours of his time. Why, then, was I bothered that he did not ask me a single question, did not wish to break bread with me, did not respond to any of my gambits for small talk? Any portraitist will tell you that while a subject must be posed when being painted, you need to see him move spontaneously in those breaks when he stretches his legs or drinks a cup of tea, to gather up the emotion with which you will then animate the image. Otherwise, it is an entirely formal exercise: You might as well practice your brushstrokes on a bowl of fruit.


    It was Mbeki himself who gave me the word “disconnect” to describe his childhood and then his itinerant adult life. Now I wondered, after our time together, whether it was not a condition still very much alive in him. For any returning freedom fighter, coming home must mean the expectation of reconnection and reintegration. For many, the homecoming is profoundly traumatic, for it can never match up to such fantasies for changing and ruling a country. How much more acute that expectation must be—and how much more difficult its lack of fulfillment—for one who felt, as Mbeki did, disconnected to begin with.


    From a very young age, Mbeki’s response to this condition had been to sublimate all emotions, all relationships, all desires, into the struggle for liberation. He had long made a political career around pragmatism—unusual indeed for a freedom fighter—but at his core he was a revolutionary idealist. He had given himself entirely—as his father did before him—to the ANC, to redeeming the hardship of his life, his parents’ lives, the lives of his people, by prosecuting a struggle for the utopian vision his father sold to him as they sat together in the hut that served as Govan Mbeki’s study, before he could even read. So much had been sacrificed—father, childhood, son, family, innocence—to the cause of the liberation of his people, a task he has been predestined to fulfill since his youth, and here he was, home at last, free at last, in power, trying to make the grand project of postapartheid South Africa work, against impossible odds and crushing expectations.


    In the interview he spoke about the African Renaissance ideology he had inaugurated as deputy president, and which he was now using, as president, to shape the AU, with programs and institutions that spoke of development and democracy, progress and accountability. A few weeks after our meeting, he gave one of his most important speeches on the subject in Ghana: Despite the “accepted wisdom that Africa is the cradle of humanity and of the most advanced civilizations,” he said, “the interpretation of the history of the continent continues to be Eurocentric, colonial, and racist and therefore in denial of the fact that all humanity is descended from Mother Africa.” Against this, “the telling of Africa’s immense contribution to humanity must help us to entrench the confidence in ourselves that we have the innate human capacity to set our continent on a winning path.”27


    This connection between reclaiming African history and “confidence” and a “winning path” was one that drove a key tenet of the aspirational Black Consciousness movement. It was essential for Mbeki, as an African leader, to challenge, as he put it in Accra, “the stereotypes, distortions of Africa and Africans which, even some amongst us have been socialised into accepting as fact.” In my August 2000 interview with Mbeki I heard how personal this was for him: It was his responsibility not just to his country but to his race—to black people the world over—to prove these stereotypes wrong. At a meeting of every African head of state—including Muammar Gaddafi—in Durban in September 2002, Mbeki was elected the AU’s first chairperson, and he devoted much of his energy in the years to come to its signature institutions and programs, all of which he had had a major hand in proposing and designing: the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), the African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM), the Pan-African Parliament, the African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights, the African Development Bank.


    These bodies and the ideology that drove them dominated South African public discourse; the speed at which their visibility—and impact—evaporated after Mbeki left office was startling. In December 2012, Mbeki published an essay entitled “The African Union at Ten Years Old” in the journal Africa Insight. He subtitled it … “A Dream Deferred!” And he began it with Hughes’s poem. The AU’s birth, he wrote, “promised all Africans on our Continent and the African Diaspora that they would at last realise their sustained dream for genuine all-round emancipation.” Ten years later, he asked, had this dream been “realised” or “deferred”?28


    Mbeki’s analysis was grim and recriminatory, especially about a world he believed had betrayed Africa. He wrote angrily about the way the UN Security Council had ignored the AU’s determination to resolve the Libya crisis internally, but he was most angry with African leaders themselves, who had validated the world’s Afropessimism by offering “yet another false start.” He wrote specifically of leaders who came out of the liberation movements but had no interest in strengthening democratic institutions on the continent; rather, they were only interested in “enrich[ing] themselves,” and in using their political power “to extract rent from society as a whole” and “dispense the patronage which would sustain their hold on power.” His disillusion, of course, was that his very own country and party—as embodied by its new leadership under Jacob Zuma—had fallen into this African stereotype. “Will the dream explode?” he asks at the end of his essay, of the African emancipation and self-definition that he expected would be midwifed by the AU. If it were “deferred for much longer, surely, it will …”


    Mbeki’s biography has set me thinking about the politics of redemptive liberation and how it has been both a blessing and a curse to postcolonial Africa: a blessing insofar as it enabled a people to engage in a freedom struggle in the face of unspeakable oppression; a curse because of the way it hitched the newly liberated society to impossible dreams and expectations rather than allowing it to develop according to the more realistic blueprints of incremental development. I have found myself reciting the illustrious roll call of Mbeki’s predecessors who fell off the perch of their ideals, trying to defend their revolutions: Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah, Zambia’s Kenneth Kaunda, Kenya’s Jomo Kenyatta, Mozambique’s Samora Machel, Angola’s José Eduardo dos Santos, and, of course, Zimbabwe’s Robert Mugabe. Could there be a madness visited upon this continent’s leaders, not because (as racists might have it) of any pathological defects that make it difficult for democracy and equality to take root in Africa, but owing to the gap that exists between the utopian expectations of revolution and the dystopic reality they have to deal with once they find themselves in power at last? Of course, the best leaders of developed countries are visionaries too—but their vision is tempered by the certainty that their subjects survived before they came along and will get along just fine after they leave. How different it is for an African revolutionary who finally wins his opportunity to govern. The mandate with which Thabo Mbeki came to power was not simply to raise taxes or lower them, to implement national healthcare, or to balance the budget: His mandate was nothing less than the salvation of his people. Against this measure, of course he failed. Of course, his successors will fail too.


    _______________


    In the introduction to the first edition of this book, I noted—as above—that when Thabo Mbeki used Langston Hughes’s poem in his 1998 speech on reconciliation and nation-building, he turned a question about explosion (“does it explode?”) into a prophecy: “it explodes.” I speculated that while it might have been in Mbeki’s polemical interests to predict an explosion rather than a festering sore or a sagging load, it was possible that his certainty about explosion—his uncharacteristic lack of ambiguity—might have come from something else: his own experience. Perhaps he too was living the dream deferred; perhaps he too feared an explosion.


    Mbeki took exception to this reading, he wrote to me in February 2008, four months after the publication of my book and two months after his defeat at Polokwane: “As wrong as it is to interpret my rendition of a poem by Langston Hughes on the basis of some imagined psychological condition, so will it be wrong to interpret all manner of right and wrong things I have done over the decades, on the basis of some penetrating understanding of my ‘psychological’ make-up.” On the contrary, he insisted, “I belong among the uncelebrated unwashed masses, offering no rich pickings even for the most highly talented mind reader! Stated simply, all one needs to understand the political Thabo Mbeki is to know the value-system and political programme he inherited from an established movement.”29


    Although he was still president at the time he wrote this letter, he had withdrawn almost entirely from the public eye. Some of his closest friends told me that he was so shattered by his defeat that they believed he was suffering some kind of breakdown. Given how brutal it had been, I was not surprised. But that he had been surprised about his defeat said something profound about his own disconnection.


    The self-deception of the Mbeki campaign for re-election had been astonishing: Despite all evidence to the contrary, his people insisted up until the final announcement that they would prevail. It was a sign of the cult that had grown around Mbeki and that had removed him from reality: So regal had he become that his supporters could not countenance his defeat, and everyone, from the ground up, seemed to tell the next person what he thought they wanted to hear, thereby causing Mbeki’s entire intelligence network to collapse.


    In public comment and in South African media in the weeks following Mbeki’s defeat, I argued that his behavior at Polokwane was but the latest symptom of a condition he had suffered all his life and that had compromised his presidency: a disconnect that now prevented him from acknowledging the reality that he could no longer lead the ANC. Now, in his February 2008 letter to me, he challenged this, as part of his critique of my focus on his “psychological make-up”: none of his actions in the ANC leadership battle had “anything to do with [this].”30 Mbeki was not just informing me that he thought I had read him incorrectly but that I was incorrect in trying to read him at all.


    Of course, I disagree with Mbeki’s claim that he, like the working classes, has no unconscious—even as I accept that I, of course, have no access to this unconscious. My starting point is the knowledge that no biographer is omniscient. I attempt, rather, to present a narrative made up of the shards and fragments I have collected along my journey into Mbeki’s life, combined with the perspectives of his friends, comrades, relatives, and contemporaries. It would be disingenuous, of course, to pretend that my own perspective does not drive things. But I have endeavored to measure it and balance it with the voices and opinions and subjectivities of others who know Mbeki far better than I do. They exist as guides and characters in the narrative; rather than providing definitive answers, I convene them and let them debate with one another and with me—and with you, the reader.


    It would be disingenuous, too, to claim that there is no judgment of Mbeki in this book. But I have been conscious that I am constructing a narrative rather than a polemic, one that attempts to make sense of Thabo Mbeki within his times, and that my work must thus be driven by empathy rather than critique. I have tried to sit on the shoulder of my subject and see the world the way he sees it, even if—as in the case of his position on AIDS, for example—I have found myself in a disagreement so fierce that it challenges my capacity for empathy. Such reaching, sometimes stretching, for empathy is not, however, the register of this introduction or of the epilogue at the end of this book: Written thirteen years after he left office, this new writing is more concerned with trying to assess his legacy than to understand him.


    The years of my original research and writing coincided almost exactly with the nine years of the Mbeki presidency, and in these years I undertook an expedition through the landscape of contemporary South Africa. The book, although about the past, is thus set in the present of his presidency in the first decade of the twenty-first century, as I journeyed through the landscape of that era, meeting the people and visiting the places that brought to life the story of Mbeki, his family, and the extraordinary century of South African history they inhabited—and motivated.


    Now, nearly fifteen years after its first publication, I find myself preparing this new edition. Without having had (or, frankly, tried to have) access to Mbeki, I cannot say how different Mbeki is, although I have used his public statements as runes. On the other side of the catastrophic Zuma years, the country is very different, although so much of it is recognizable, and predictable. Perhaps the same could be said for this book’s author. I wrote this book when I was in my early forties; I am now in my late fifties. My attitudes and analysis have changed with the times and my own maturation; so too has the very style of my prose. I also have the fortune of hindsight, some distance from the heat of the battlefield in which I wrote it. On top of this, several books have been published since I wrote The Dream Deferred that cast new light on, and give more detail about, Mbeki’s own life and work. One, in particular, has made me realize how little I—or anyone outside his trusted inner circle—know Thabo Mbeki. Commissioned by the Thabo Mbeki Foundation, The Thabo Mbeki I Know was published in 2016, with contributions by 44 of the ex-president’s comrades, fellow statesmen, colleagues, and friends. The project is hagiographic by definition—it begins with the assertion that it is “a book that sets out to honour Thabo Mbeki”31—and yet, because of this, it is a trove of anecdote and affection.


    All this has tempted me to roll up my sleeves and revisit the body of this book. Luckily, my publisher has prevailed, and prevented this: It would not be commercially viable to reset all the pages. This is as good a literary decision as it is a financial one: The Dream Deferred was written in the first decade of the twenty-first century, and I want you to experience it that way. This edition is based on the one published in the United States, in 2009, as A Legacy of Liberation: Thabo Mbeki and the Future of the South African Dream. It was radically abridged and updated after Mbeki’s Polokwane defeat and subsequent ouster. It was published in South Africa, too, under its original title. Now, for this third edition, I have revised and updated this introduction substantially, and I have recast the epilogue of the second edition as a self-standing chapter, “Coriolanus at Polokwane: The Fall of Thabo Mbeki,” with significant new material and information. There is now a new epilogue, “Was Thabo Mbeki a ‘Nitemare’?” that draws some material from the second edition’s epilogue and also from an essay I published in 2010 but is also substantially new. There is also a new appendix. The rest, almost letter for letter, is exactly as was in the 2009 international edition.


    Kalk Bay, February 2022
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    THE MBEKIS


    THE “BLACK JEWS” OF THE FRONTIER


    The road to Mbewuleni, Thabo Mbeki’s birthplace, takes one up from the commerce of the market town of Idutywa into the hills and the mist. Even on a midsummer’s day in January, the landscape is a paradox, both verdant and barren, eerily depopulated in contrast with the teeming settlements strung along the national highway below. Here there is a school, here a motley collection of ramshackle buildings gathered into a compound. Suddenly, in the mist, a woman with a cage of chickens at her side will appear, awaiting a ride into town, or an old man in an unthreading suit and perfectly notched tie will tip his hat as he hobbles along.


    It is early 1999, just weeks before Mbeki is to become Nelson Mandela’s successor. I am driving to Mbewuleni with his 83-year-old mother, Epainette. Six decades prior, in 1940, she and her husband, Govan—young, educated, urbanized middle-class communist pioneers out to make a Brave New World—had moved here to start their family, to set up their cooperative store, to find a way of living independent of government salaries, and to attempt to put their ideologies of rural improvement into practice.


    Their own fathers had been among the elite of the Transkei, the former native reserve, or bantustan, that was the home of the Xhosa-speaking people in the Eastern Cape. Both had been archetypal “black Englishmen,” one a schoolmaster and the other a colonially appointed headman. Both had built the first schools and churches in their home communities; both had been converted Christians and severe evangelists; both, too, had been prosperous farmers, the very backbone of the rural economy, and among the first African landowners in the Transkei to build four-walled stone houses. These houses still stand, at the extreme southern and northern borders of the Transkei, sentinels of Western civilization, bookending the region’s desperate poverty with their ambitions, narrating the tragedy of a century’s battle between these ambitions and a system determined to see them thwarted.


    Nowhere is this tragedy more evident than in Mbewuleni, and as we drive up into the highlands above Idutywa, Epainette Mbeki surveys the disused terraces and eroded valleys with a quiet anguish. The desolation of this land, like the difficult life she has led—in poverty, without her husband and sons—signals a failure of the aspirations of both her and her parents, even if South Africa is now a democracy and her oldest son about to become its president.


    Eleven miles out of Idutywa, we turn off the road and bump down a sodden track, through the stolid zinc-roofed homes of the amagqoboka (Christian converts), past the school, down into a dry riverbed, and up the other side to the Mbeki homestead, which is situated among the conical huts at the entry to the qaba (traditional Xhosa) section of the village. Epainette Mbeki, who moved closer to town in 1974, now leases the property out. Decayed by poverty and the weather, it is in a state of disrepair, with a weed-filled yard and broken windows.


    But when Thabo was born here, in 1942, the homestead was renowned for its order. “There was nothing here when we arrived,” Epainette tells me. “But that was marvelous, because once we set up, we saw how people came to change from their unproductive habits and how they began trying self-improvements.” In the beginning, “the locals would just throw off their blankets and offload the goods, naked as they were! But then the men started wearing trousers, and the women discarded the red things and would put a German print on. It was, I am sure, taking an example from us.”


    For better or for worse, Thabo Mbeki’s own approach to leadership would be rooted in this ethos: from his determination to bring South Africa to a negotiated settlement in the 1980s to his questioning of AIDS orthodoxies, to the way he behaved in the political drama that would lead to his 2008 downfall. His grandparents were among the very first Christian converts in southern Africa; his parents became missionaries for a different cause, communism; his own politics were forged by the Leninist notion of “vanguardism”—revolution led by the educated few, always a few steps ahead of their people. He was a third-generation prophet in the wilderness; his own lodestar African self-determination.


    _______________


    As we enter the Mbeki homestead at Mbewuleni, a cluster of women gather diffidently around Epainette Mbeki. There is not a man in sight. Encouraged by her, they have made bread-baking trays out of petrol cans and are looking for a loan to build a bakery. Mrs. Mbeki, who was responsible for sending many of their daughters to school, interacts with them the way her evangelizing parents might have done; the way her son does when he too meets poor, needy people—paternal but not patronizing; schoolmarmish but not disciplinarian. She is with them but not of them, removed, somewhat, by her twinset and her education.


    One woman, a retired schoolteacher, has none of the reserve of the others: “Where is that son of yours?” she asks Mrs. Mbeki. “He is our child … we have things to say to him. We have no telephones, no Eskom [electricity supply], no water, nothing. We are struggling. We want to say to Thabo Mbeki that we are getting impatient.”


    As we get into the car to leave, Mrs. Mbeki shakes her head: “I’ve told Thabo the villagers want to see him. But he told me that this is the very last village in the whole of South Africa he will ever come to.” It is a comment that says much about Mbeki, about his stern disavowal of the sentimentality of ethnic identity and the favor of familial patronage. It says much, too, about the complexity of his relationship with his roots: He has no demonstrable attachment to Mbewuleni or, for that matter, to his family. His modernism does not seem to sit easily with the conventions of being a member of a clan, of having a “hometown” or roots. There is no apparent nostalgia for the tobacco-and-cow dung–scented hills of the Transkei.


    A decade later, by the time he was unseated from the presidency, Thabo Mbeki had still not returned to Mbewuleni. Shortly after my first 1999 visit to the village, however, he did go to the birthplace of his father, about 38 miles to the east, at Nyili along the Tsomo River. He arrived by helicopter, to be welcomed home in a ritual that had him draped in beads, eating the inner armpit of a goat, and being rubbed with the resin of a sacred tree. After a life of exile, of wandering, he was being returned to his clan, the amaZizi.


    But this was neither a personal visit nor any pilgrimage into his past. Rather, it was a set-piece performance for the election campaign that would lead to his inauguration as president a month later. Photographs of Mbeki participating in the event sought to project the image of an African identity and a connection with rural roots in one too often accused of having neither. A few months later, sitting in the drafty downstairs nowhereland of Mbeki’s official residence in Pretoria, I asked him what his relationship was to the tradition he now seemed willing to explore. “We grew up at somewhat of a distance from that kind of thing,” he told me. “I’ve never been to my mother’s place, and I only went to my father’s place when I came back from exile So really, we had no connection, it didn’t make any impact on us, we were cut off from it.”


    In Mbewuleni, he told me, “we were sort of disconnected from many things in the surroundings. Growing up among these amaqaba [traditional people], we lived with them, but we were not amaqaba. So in that sense, we were disconnected: You can see it, you live in it, but it is not you.” Even though the Mbeki children were baptized, “there was no Christianity in our house,” and so they grew up “disconnected,” too, from the amagqoboka [Christians] across the valley with whom they went to school. The “detach­ment” he experienced as a child was “exacerbated by the fact that we went into exile” and that he was forced to stay away from home for three decades. Attempting to salvage some value from his history in the way that exiles and other itinerants do, he concluded that “growing up in this rather disconnected way meant that you could see things from the outside.”


    Only now, in his late middle age—draped in beads and rubbed with strange resin—did the price of this “disconnection” come flooding over him: “What the old people were saying was that you, as an individual, need to come back. This is where your grandfather was, these are the connections. In a sense, they claim you back.”


    _______________


    The amaZizi, originally from the mountains to the north, were part of a group of outsiders within the Xhosa kingdom known as the Mfengu, or “Fingoes.” Early converts to Christianity, the Mfengu became British collaborators: soldiers (and buffers) against the Xhosas in the interminable frontier wars of the nineteenth century, and consumers and traders who spread the light of European capitalism into the communalist darkness of Africa. Many, like Thabo Mbeki’s grandfather Skelewu, even earned the vote, which was extended to all citizens of the Cape Colony in 1852, regardless of race, as long as they met property or income requirements. The Mfengu would become known by white traders as “the black Jews,”1 for they were educated, aggressive, and unhampered by the feudal restrictions imposed by traditional hierarchies. They thrived, and soon became an elite: the first Africans to ride horses, to farm commercially, to build four-walled houses. Their children, educated and Christianized, became the region’s first African teachers and journalists, preachers, and clerks.


    But the story of the Mbeki family, from aspiring gentility to near penury and rebellion, describes the quiet but devastating drama of the black South African rural experience in the twentieth century: the ruthless destruction of the South African peasant economy by the state and the mining industry. The colonial powers might have built up a prosperous peasant class of people like the Mbekis to be their agents and buffers, but as long as Africans could live off the land it would be impossible to gather migrant labor, and so this successful peasant economy was deliberately eroded.


    The effects of such policies are evident at the Mbeki farm in Nyili, origi­nally given to Skelewu by the British after the defeat of the Xhosa in 1866. It was once a thriving commercial enterprise, but when I went to visit it in 1999, the fields looked like they had not been worked for a generation, and the handsome old farmhouse was surrounded by the mess of rural poverty: a random accretion of ragged outhouses and rusty old cars and plows. The house had been the very first four-walled one owned by a black man in the entire Nqamakwe district, and was an analogy of the man who built it: its back to the civilization of the Cape Colony, it stares almost defiantly up to the mountains of the Transkei; a beachhead of order and reason, a beacon of civilization, but also a watchtower and a buffer for those behind it Govan Mbeki had conjured the bounty and solidity of his childhood, for me, with a description of his father’s fine-beveled oak dining table: “If you opened it up it could seat 16 people around it comfortably. Comfortably!”


    Even if Mbeki was a lifelong communist, this table exemplified, for him, his family’s upward mobility. And even if he was a lifelong revolutionary, it seemed to hold, for him, the nostalgia of familial comfort. On entering the house in 1999, I saw the table, and insisted on opening it up. It was dull, unpolished, and warped. No matter: It was glorious, its elegantly turned legs in perfect proportion, even if they no longer all touched the floor. It conjured up clean tablecloths, women in calico prints, a Victorian paterfamilias reading to his sons from the family Bible, and it transformed the dowdy room into nothing less than a parlor.


    In the years when Govan’s father, Skelewu Mbeki, built his farm and homestead, huge changes took place in South African society: With the discovery of diamonds and gold, and with the transition of the Cape Colony into a capitalist economy, it was felt that natives were too comfortable on the land and had to be coerced into becoming the labor force now needed to support the mining industry. The Cape Franchise, which had given men like Skelewu not only their rights but their sense of belonging, began to be eroded, and new legislation restricted the amount of land a black man could own to only ten acres. In 1910, the year both Govan Mbeki and the modern South African state were born, there were only 6,663 African voters in the Cape, compared to over 120,000 white ones.2 Nonetheless, they were considered threatening, and so, as part of the treaty between Boers and British, black people lost what little power they had. The 1913 Native Land Act gave blacks ownership rights to only 7 percent of the land, and only in native reserves; it abolished individual tenure for black farmers, and forced most black people into migrant labor. “It created overnight,” the novelist Bessie Head would write later in the century, “a floating landless proletariat whose labour could be used and manipulated at will, and ensured that the ownership of the land had finally and securely passed into the hands of the ruling white race.”3


    In 1911, a year after Govan Mbeki’s birth, Skelewu Mbeki died in shame, dismissed as headman because he had been caught illegally selling oxen over the Kei River. We know from this that he was under considerable financial duress at the time: “I was being pressed for money which I owed,” he told the magistrate4; the rinderpest epidemic that wiped out 90 percent of the cattle of the Transkei in the first decade of the twentieth century must have affected him severely.


    But Govan Mbeki’s memories are nonetheless of bounty and solidity. When Skelewu Mbeki died in 1918, he left large separate savings accounts for both his sons, ages 14 and 8, to pay for their educations.5 Even if the process of the dispossession of South Africa’s emerging small commercial farmers was well under way by the time he was born, enough surplus had been farmed, and enough money earned, to ensure the family’s continued status as rural middle-class elite well into the twentieth century.


    Govan Mbeki told me how, during the Great Depression, destitute Afrikaner farmers would seek shelter in his family home. The memory of assisting landless whites was important to him because it asserted, in contrast, the landedness of his own family. Certainly, all Africans can say that the land belonged to them before it was colonized, but the Mbekis can say that, according even to Western notions of individual tenure, they have owned property for far longer than most white South Africans. With this comes not only a tremendous sense of belonging and entitlement, but also an intense sense of loss.


    And so it is no coincidence that Thabo Mbeki first started talking about an “African Renaissance” publicly around the time he first visited Nyili and was “called back home” by the elders of his clan. He could speak of “rebirth” because of his strong sense—from his own family’s history—of something having been lost. Mbeki’s African Renaissance ideology and all it spawned—Black Economic Empowerment, the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), his approaches to AIDS and Zimbabwe—stemmed from a personal project of reconnection, just as the policy of “national reconciliation” that preceded it was both an official ideology and a personal project for Nelson Mandela.


    If, then, there was a sense of grievance to the politics of Mbeki—what was often described as “a chip on his shoulder”—it derived from his sense that something profound had been taken away from the legacy of his people, not just their dignity but their material worth, too; that it was incumbent on him to win it back; and that so many of the difficulties he faced during his presidency stood in the way of his doing so.


    Thabo Mbeki’s understanding of history and his own aspirations must have been formed, even if subconsciously, by the powerful experience in his own family of prosperity followed by loss. The African “nativism” that he embraced during his presidency6—sometimes at odds with both his communist past and his worldly modernism—stemmed thus from his own disconnection and his longing to be reconnected. But reconnected with what? The qaba or the gqoboka? The amaZizi’s traditional precolonial rituals, or their history of collaboration with the colonial oppressor? Mbeki’s personal African Renaissance cannot but be complicated by the Mfengu legacy: the understanding that while land and prosperity might have been lost through a century of colonial and apartheid depredation, other benefits from the colonial collaboration accrued and were at the very core of his identity: Western education, worldliness, upward mobility, the relative freedom from the feudal constraints of traditional hierarchies, and the calling to save the souls of those around him, if not by Christianity, then by communism and African Nationalism.
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    THE MOERANES


    CHEKHOV IN THE TRANSKEI


    There is to be found, in the albums of Thabo Mbeki’s aunt Norah Moerane, a formal portrait of a country gentleman, his wife, and seven children. This is the family of Eleazar Jacane Moerane, Mbeki’s maternal grandfather, captured at his country estate, Mangoloaneng, beneath the Drakensberg in the Mount Fletcher district of the Transkei. Although the costumes are Edwardian, the year is, in fact, 1920. The Moerane patriarch wears the broad-brimmed hat, neatly trimmed beard, dark jacket, and waistcoat of a progressive squire. His wife, Sofi, has the homely demeanor of a squire’s wife. Their four sons are dressed in what appears to be some kind of scout uniform: broad lapels, soft cloth caps, and square ties. There is something in the cocky poses of the two older boys, ages 12 and 10, that challenges the future from a position of absolute confidence. Their three daughters are in white calico confections: in the bottom right-hand corner is Epainette, a toddler, the sixth child of Jacane and Sofi Moerane, glowering beneath a floral coronet.


    As she showed me the photograph, Aunt Norah ticked off the seven Moerane children. That’s Daniel, he was a teacher and took over the farm once the old man died. That’s Michael, the renowned educator and composer, the first black South African to qualify as a musicologist. That’s Fraser, the first black South African to qualify as a mathematician. That’s Manasseh (or “M. T.”), Aunt Norah’s own late husband, a school principal and the editor of South Africa’s largest black newspaper. That’s Mphuma, schoolteacher, stalwart of the liberation movement in Lesotho. That’s Epainette, teacher, businesswoman, the second black woman to join the Communist Party of South Africa, wife of Govan Mbeki. That’s Renee, one of the very first black women in South Africa to obtain a university degree.


    There cannot be many black South Africans of Jacane Moerane’s generation prosperous enough to be able to send all seven of his chil­dren to college. At the turn of the twenty-first century, his grandchildren included businesspeople and professionals, teachers and nurses: a senior health administrator in Washington, D.C., an engineer in Chicago, a senior United Nations official in Geneva, a senior counsel in Durban, a president in Pretoria. As I looked through Norah Moerane’s photos, I tried to superimpose this family’s history on the limits that apartheid placed on black aspirations. To call the Moeranes middle class does not begin to appreciate their achievements, or their tribulations.


    In the case of Epainette Mbeki, even the photo albums documenting her birthright were taken: brutal security police raids pillaged her home, as was done to many other activists. Thanks to Norah Moerane, however, I now have a record of a family before it was rent asunder: family portraits at Mangoloaneng; Epainette Moerane’s wedding to Govan, a dashing, handsome man-about-town; Epainette as a young mother laden with infants, one of whom I was able to identify as her second child, Thabo, at six months. After years of research, this remains the sole image I have found of Thabo Mbeki before the age of 18.


    _______________


    The Moeranes are able to trace their direct ancestry back 15 generations. They are members of the Sotho-speaking Bafokeng, agriculturalists who farmed with iron equipment as early as the 1400s. Their clan, the Mahooana, were traditionally the doctors who officiated at the lebollo (circumcision) rituals; and in the mid-nineteenth century, when the king Moshoeshoe was consolidating his Basotho kingdom, Jacane’s grandfather Moerane was one of the nation’s most renowned healers: “Moerane” is actually the name of a small worm whose silk has powerful medicinal and spiritual value and is still used in the lebollo rituals.


    Moshoeshoe is correctly regarded as Africa’s first nationalist: He gathered together the disparate clans in the mountains of Lesotho in the mid1800s, and forged them into the Basotho nation. Central to this national project was Christianity: Although he would not convert, he brilliantly used the missionaries’ religion (and the literacy it brought) to forge a national identity. In such an environment, the choices facing a man such as the doctor Moerane were complex, and like many in the Bafokeng elite, he hedged: While his first son, Mokele, continued the family vocation of traditional medicine, his second son, Lenare, was sent to the mission station at Morija and given over to the Protestant Paris Evangelical Missionary Society (PEMS).


    Lenare would marry the daughter of one of Morija’s earliest and most celebrated converts. This man, whose name was Mokhanoi, is immortalized in a biography in the 1888 edition of the PEMS’ annual Journal des Missions


    Evangéliques, written by the missionary Arbousset. There is something raffish, even louche, in the accompanying sketch of the convert; he has a hoop through a pierced left ear, and there is, on his right cheek, a prominent circular scar indicating his conversion to Christianity. In his compact, almost feminine features—his fluted nostrils, his rosebud of a mouth, those perfectly almond eyes that interrogate a future lying somewhere to the right of the page—he bears a strikingly intense resemblance to the young Thabo Mbeki.


    Thabo Mbeki has a broken right molar, never repaired, which is—as we shall see—something of a war wound, a stigma of his activist past. His greatgreat-grandfather Mokhanoi gained his scar in a battle with a hyena, during which—on the verge of death—he heard the voice of the Lord. Arbousset’s biography renders Mokhanoi the archetypal “noble savage,” a rough man of the wilds replete with an inner goodness waiting to be released. The sole survivor of his family following a brutal massacre, he was recruited to act as a guide to the first group of PEMS missionaries traveling to the mountains to seek an audience with Moshoeshoe.


    When the party finally arrived at Moshoeshoe’s kingdom, Mokhanoi assisted the missionaries in the establishment of their station. On Easter Sunday 1841, he was baptized, only the twelfth Sotho to be converted; he took the name Zachea, and became a relentless, unforgiving evangelist. When villagers stoned him and attempted to chase him away because “we have our own gods,” he sat down quietly, opened his Bible, and read them into submission. When his own nephew died, he insisted on giving him a Christian burial, over the opposition of the rest of the family, and won their trust by personally guarding the buried corpse against predators every night. “This humble Christian,” writes Arbousset, “does not have a single chair in his house, but he has made for the church a little bench of willowwood, and he often says that he himself is like a bench, hard and wormeaten, hewn from the tree of a riverbank.”


    But just as there are hints of something unknowable and potentially dangerous lurking beneath the beauty of Arbousset’s drawing of Mokhanoi, so, too, are there shards, in his narrative, of an inscrutable identity, one far beyond the author’s ken: “I am the brother of the wolf,” says Thabo Mbeki’s great-great-grandfather, opaquely, to Arbousset. “We eat together.”1


    _______________


    In his unpublished memoirs, M. T. Moerane recalls visiting the local shop at Mangoloaneng, all of ten years old, and overhearing two white men talking about him: “Isn’t it a shame,” one said to the other, “that such good English should come from such a primitive dress?” Moerane comments that “our standard dress, in which I was no different from my peers, including the herdboys, was the loincloth and blanket or sheepskin.”2 Epainette Mbeki confirmed to me that in her childhood, Western dress was worn for only three occasions: school, church, and photographs. Such families straddled the traditional and the Christian worlds far more than we imagine, for we are constrained by the fact that so much documentary evidence of their times was produced by their European interlocutors, thus reproducing only that side of their complex identities they wished the West to see of them.


    All Govan and Epainette’s children, Thabo included, believe they gained their politics more from their mother than from their father. How, I asked Epainette, did her upbringing at Mangoloaneng educate her? She replied that she only became aware of the budding politics of African nationalism when she went to train as a teacher, in the early 1930s, and she encountered discrimination and the color bar only when she was posted to teach at Heilbron, in the Orange Free State, in the late 1930s. When she grew up in the 1920s in Mangoloaneng, she said, she was entirely without a sense of racial or ethnic identity: “We were mixing mostly with Xhosas and Sothos. There was one Coloured family next door to us, and the whites who ran the shop. But we didn’t take them as whites, because they spoke our language. And there was no sense of being oppressed or different at all. How could there be? At home we had so many cattle and so much milk that we would sell it to the white man! … He would drink from the pot, the same pot that we drank from. It was normal.”


    The Moeranes might have been converted to Christianity, but their proselytizers, unlike the Methodists or the Anglicans in the Eastern Cape, were not the agents of any colonial power. And so, unlike the Mbekis, the Moeranes were not colonial subalterns, and they had no experience whatsoever of having been colonized by Europeans. Until the Union of South Africa in 1910, their only fealty was to the Basotho king.


    This did not, however, mean that they lived a traditional Basotho life. Jacane Moerane refused to send his sons off for the circumcision ritual, and—like Skelewu Mbeki in Mpukane—would not countenance the payment of a bridal dowry for his girl-children: “My parents didn’t talk to us at all about our traditions, or our history as Basotho. Far more important to them was this Christianity business,” Epainette Mbeki told me. The politics that she absorbed from her parents were not those of nationalism, or of grievance, but rather the egalitarianism and the impetus for social advancement that fired her father’s evangelical mission: “These red [traditionally dressed] people would come home,” recalls Mrs. Mbeki, “and my father just took them as ordinary people, so we grew up with that idea that one man is equal to another They took this thing seriously of all men being equal before God.”


    _______________


    Thabo Mbeki’s younger brother Moeletsi visited Mangoloaneng once, as a teen­ager, in 1962: “There was this enormous stone mansion of my grandparents, and this once-thriving dairy plant, and it was all crumbling away. It was horrendous to watch; there was a feel of it that was Chekhov or Dostoyevsky—the collapse of a grand country manor.” Moeletsi’s overriding memory is of his uncle—his mother’s oldest brother—fighting with his son: “They were at each other’s throats, trying to save the farm. The father was trying to save the son’s birthright, and the potential loss of wealth was driving them literally crazy.”


    The policies of the “self-governing” Transkei bantustan collaborated in their impoverishment: the state moved over 50 people onto their property as part of its “rehabilitation” program. The program forcibly clustered Africans in Western-style settlements—supposedly to make it easier to provide services for them, but also to control and tap them for urban labor markets. But the consequence of this and other policies was overgrazing and erosion. And so, recalls Moeletsi, Uncle Daniel and his son Mokhele would get up at three in the morning to drive their cattle higher and higher, into the mountains, to find green pasture. The cattle were Jerseys, purchased and bred because they were better dairy producers than the indigenous Nguni, and thus the mark of Moerane prosperity and worldliness. But “because they were exotics, they couldn’t handle the rocky terrain … and they would break their legs on these late-night drives. This is what my uncle and his son were fighting about.”


    In 1999, I traveled with Epainette Mbeki to the Mount Fletcher district of the Transkei, to visit Mangoloaneng. The homestead Jacane Moerane built was not quite the “mansion” of Moeletsi Mbeki’s childhood memory, but it was impressive: three buildings—house, church, and school hall—radiating the honeyed stolidity of Drakensberg sandstone. We were greeted by Epainette’s nephew, Majalla, who gave us a rundown of his village’s woes: the increasing numbers who returned, having lost their jobs in the city (in whose number he—once a security guard in Johannesburg—counted himself); the cattle-raiders from across the border; the fallowness of the fields owing to lack of capital. To every question I asked, he replied with one word: “Rilithithithi.” With the rich, country Sotho intonation of the mountains, he rolled the “r” and spat the “thi-thi-thi” out like machine-gun fire. It was a word he had adapted from the local vernacular. It means “nothingness,” “pitch blackness,” “darker than dark.”


    As in the Mbeki homestead down at Nyili, the rooms of the original Moerane homestead were filled with the jetsam of rural poverty, all in a sweaty fog of paraffin and coal smoke. There was a direct analogy here to the Mbeki oak table: a Hammond organ, with rotting and broken keys, lying beneath the junk, carrying the memories of the after-dinner recitals of Epainette Mbeki’s youth. It was on this organ that Michael Moerane first began composing the works that made him famous.


    I stood with Epainette Mbeki on the threshold and followed her outstretched arm across the grasslands. “There were the sorghum fields, and there, beyond, the apple orchard. Behind there was the dairy. The maize fields and the wheat fields were a good distance further. Down there was the sheep kraal; that’s where we kept the cattle when they were not being grazed up at the mountains. And behind here—oh, the trees have been chopped down now—here was our own orchard.” From 130 head of cattle, there are 6. Not a sheep, not a horse. Not a single growing thing—not a stalk of corn, not a tomato plant.


    Govan Mbeki actually predicted such devastation, writing with astonishing prescience, in 1945, that settlements formed by policies such as “rehabilitation” would “create a hitherto unknown social group”—a rural proletariat, in effect, and that the villages would become no different from the “ancient markets of the Roman Empire where slaves were sold by public auction.”3 Like Skelewu Mbeki, Jacane Moerane attained his greatest prosperity after the promulgation of the Land Act. But its consequences slowly circumscribed the aspirations of black farmers to such a degree that not only did farming become untenable, but the will to farm—the ethos of selfreliance and initiative that men like Moerane and Mbeki embodied—itself was eroded.Mrs. Mbeki and I left Mangoloaneng that evening under the dark cloud of her mood. She had run a meeting of villagers at the end of the day, and when I asked her how it went, she lashed out: “It’s just too hopeless! I feel like giving up the fight. I was advising them about projects for income generation. … But they won’t take it up, I can see My son Thabo always says to me, ‘Mama, these people come to me for help, but I can’t help them if they don’t want to help themselves.’ Thabo always says, when people complain, ‘What are you doing about it?’ And the answer, all too often, is nothing.”


    Rilithithithi.
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    THE NEW AFRICANS


    There is a captivating image, in Norah Moerane’s photo collection, of Govan Mbeki a-courting, standing in the middle of Beatrice Street in central Durban, outside Epainette Moerane’s flat, sometime in the late 1930s. The photograph is yellowed and cracked, but nothing can wash the glinting optimism out of the smile that spreads across the young man’s handsome, open face. With a jaunty homburg perched on his head, a pile of books and papers clutched under his left arm, and the wind blowing up his jacket to reveal a pair of stylish Oxford bags, he faces nothing less than a brave new future.


    The photograph was taken in 1937, the year both Govan and Epainette moved to Durban; they met while teaching at Taylor Street Secondary School. It had been ten years since Govan Mbeki had left the family homestead at Nyili. He had completed his schooling at Healdtown and won a scholarship to Fort Hare, one of only 33 students afforded the privilege that year of entering South Africa’s only university for blacks. After four years of study, he had graduated with a degree in political studies and psychology, a card proclaiming him a member of the African National Congress (ANC), a passion for ballroom dancing, a modest collection of Marxist literature, and a first-team rugby jersey.1 He was among only 500 black students to have passed through Fort Hare in its 20-year history; 157 of them became teachers2 and he joined their ranks, choosing a job at Taylor Street over the offer of his father’s headmanship back home. Now, during his first year as a teacher, he had been hired to edit the Territorial Magazine, the only significant black-owned and -run newspaper in the country, and he was writing his first book, Transkei in the Making. He was 27 years old.


    The object of his affection, Epainette Moerane, was a slight but head­strong young woman, over five years his junior. She had just graduated from Adams College, where she trained as a teacher and was head girl. Norah Moerane (née Fries)—soon to marry Epainette’s brother—was her best friend at school, and remembers her as “an introvert, but very dynamic, very intelligent. With strong principles, that she sticks to. The most uncom­promising person I had ever met.” Epainette was to have gone abroad to study medicine: A teacher spotted her aptitude, and no doubt her humanity, and wished to sponsor her. But Epainette’s father would not allow it, for he felt the family would not be able to afford the peripheral costs. And so she was sent to study teaching. Nonetheless, she had as much of a sense of destiny as her handsome suitor: Her family wished her to return to teach at Mangoloaneng, but she chose instead to take a job in Durban, “because I thought I was on a higher level.”


    By 1937, Epainette Moerane was a thoroughly modern, thoroughly independent woman: She had her own self-contained apartment in the hostel of the American Missionary Society, and when she was not teaching she was fully occupied with activist work. She volunteered for the Child Welfare Organization, she helped organize a rent boycott, and she was an agent for Inkululeko, the Communist Party newspaper. She also ran the party’s night school—one of communism’s most enduring legacies to South Africa, where thousands of illiterate black workers were taught to read.


    The 1930s were a time when black South Africans of Govan Mbeki’s class began to reject, forcefully, the colonial aspirations of their own parents; they discarded the identity of the “black Englishman”—which, ironically, gave them the personal autonomy to do so—and replaced it with that of the “New African,” a phrase coined by H. I. E. Dhlomo, the preeminent black dramatist and essayist of the time. The New African, Dhlomo wrote, “knows where he belongs and what belongs to him; where he is going and how; what he wants and the methods to obtain it”; he was “proud, patriotic, sensitive, alive, and sure of himself and his ideas and ideals.”3 The New African might root himself proudly in the countryside of his parents, but he would take ownership, fully and confidently, of the city and all its promises of transformation. Govan and Epainette Mbeki came of age and came to political consciousness in this moment, a moment that also spawned the ANC Youth League, radical nationalism, home-grown kwela jazz, the zoot suit, the shebeen scene, an urban black proletariat, black trade unionism, and the modern South African liberation movement.


    Subject to both the popular culture and the political ideologies emanating from black America, the New Africans of Govan and Epainette’s generation claimed urban space in an entirely new way: They danced to jazz, they experimented with hairstyles, they mixed with whites as equals, they occupied South Africa’s cities not as migrant laborers but as permanent residents. This urban world might have offered personal freedom—away from the constraints of family, church, and tradition—but it also threatened to corrupt, and this threat compelled African intellectuals to look both back to their home cultures and forward to an aggressive nationalist struggle that would restore self-worth. Seventy years later, Thabo Mbeki would mix a call for moral and political awakening with the need to forge identity and autonomy: “We speak about the need for the African Renaissance in part so that we ourselves, and not another, determine who we are, what we stand for, what our vision and hopes are, how we do things, what programmes we adopt to make our lives worth living, who we relate to and how.”4 In this he was very much the child of Govan and Epainette Mbeki: the child of the New Africanism of the 1930s and 1940s.


    _______________


    Picture Govan Mbeki and Epainette Moerane, he as dashing as she is sensible; he in two-tone brogues, she in running shoes, her four feet three inches to his six foot one, reaching his chest as they walk down Beatrice Street, the heart of black Durban, on a Saturday evening. She has spent the afternoon coaching her girls on the tennis courts behind the Taylor Street School; he has been up to the press outside Verulam to check the pages of his magazine. He does not sleep: He teaches by day, is involved in political organizing in the evening, and only then, once others have gone home to their wives and their children, does he retire to his room to write his essays and edit his newspaper. But Govan Mbeki is also a bon vivant; he loves music and he loves dancing, and it is Saturday night, so he and Epainette go to the movies at one of the mixed-race cinemas on Victoria Street. Perhaps, after the film, they repair to one of Durban’s legendary tearooms, Chili’s Hotel on Grey Street, or Luthuli’s, or the Ngoma Club.


    Even now, ten years before the institution of apartheid, leisure time in Durban is segregated. Moneyed black people can attend the symphony concert, but they must sit separately. They can go to the movies, but only in certain theaters and at certain times. Liquor laws forbid black people to drink in any establishment other than the state-owned “native” drinking halls stuck inaccessibly away in the “native locations,” but the teetotalling Mbekis can patronize establishments such as Chili’s or Luthuli’s to drink tea and chat with other young, politically engaged black professionals.


    There was a particular openness to the young izifundiswa—“educated ones,” as professionals like Govan and Epainette were known; an openness that was a product of the sense of opportunity with which they had been raised. They might have spent much of their time organizing workers in dimly lit tenement rooms, but their lives seemed illuminated by the perpetual glow of discovery. Govan became close to a black Edinburgh-trained physician, Dr. Innes Gumede, who introduced him to symphony concerts at the Durban city hall. At first, he recalls, he found the music “all a jumble of instruments played together, but over time … I really began to appreciate it, and I love it and listen to it [to this day].”5


    One of Govan and Epainette’s closest acquaintances was the glamorous Afrikaner trade unionist Bettie Du Toit, who had just returned from a trip to the Soviet Union and had come to Durban to help organize sugar workers.


    “We became great friends, Bettie and I,” Govan told me. “She would come to school in the afternoon and we would sit together. We would hug and kiss in public, and that was very unusual. Then I would take her back to her flat, walking hand in hand to get there.”


    Such public affection would have been an extraordinary spectacle in a provincial South African town in 1937; little wonder, then, that the couple soon attracted police attention—even though they had not broken any laws—and threats of intimidation. The way Govan tells it, he and Du Toit defied this intimidation, but Epainette remembers it differently: “The police got hold of him and told him that ‘young white people are going to shoot you, because you are dating with a white woman.’ And so he said, ‘Well, Bettie, we’d better meet indoors from now on—at Piny’s [Epainette’s] flat!’ ”


    If there was a love triangle at play, Epainette gives no sign that she had a problem with it. In fact, it was Du Toit who recruited 18-year-old Epainette into the Communist Party in 1938, and she recognizes the trade unionist as having played the key role in her coming to political consciousness. “Before I met her, the only white women I knew were my teachers, and naturally they had the attitude of teachers. Now when I meet Bettie, here’s a white woman who takes me as an equal, who can sit down with me, who drinks my tea.”


    From the time of her recruitment, Epainette’s primary allegiance has always been to the Communist Party. This was not so much for ideological reasons, but largely because she was attracted to its practical work, “the bread and butter of things,” as she put it to me: its night schools, its mobilization of workers, its newspapers and pamphleteering. This activity was, in the 1930s at least, in sharp contrast to the dormancy of the ANC. Epainette is practical before she is intellectual, and the Communist Party gave her something to do.


    Epainette and Govan arrived in Durban at a particularly volatile time. In 1936, the “Hertzog Bills” of Prime Minister J. B. M. Hertzog were passed— four acts that effectively disenfranchised educated Africans in the Cape and limited economic growth even more severely in the native reserves, ringfencing the aspirations of elites like the Moeranes and the Mbekis. This was the moment of truth for black South Africans of Govan and Epainette’s class and generation: 1936 was the year, Govan Mbeki has said, “that decided the future course of most of us.”6


    After a long dormancy in the 1920s and 1930s, African nationalist politics gathered new energy: the ANC Youth League was formed in 1943, attracting angry young men such as Nelson Mandela, Walter Sisulu, and Oliver Tambo. The league’s prime mover was Anton Lembede, a brilliant young lawyer with stern morals and evangelical tendencies, who saw redemption for his people in a return to African values. What differentiated Lembede’s philosophy from that of his elders was a faith not only in revolutionary militancy but also in racial exclusivism: Africa, the league declared, was “a Black man’s country.”7


    Lembede’s ideas came from his reading of the writings by African American W. E. B. Du Bois and Jamaican Marcus Garvey, and had their South African roots in a seminal speech by the lawyer Pixley ka Seme, who had, as a young firebrand in 1906, called for the “regeneration” of the African continent: “I am an African, and I set my pride in my race over against a hostile public opinion.”8 Many years later, Thabo Mbeki would place himself squarely in this Seme-Lembede tradition: “I am an African,” he said in 1996, quoting Seme directly, in what has become his most celebrated speech, at the adoption of the new democratic constitution.9 His particular combination of a call for an African Renaissance and for the moral reawakening of a dissolute people comes straight out of Lembede’s mystical, prophetic writings.


    Lembede would write in 1946 that “moral degradation is assuming alarming dimensions” and that this degradation “manifests itself in such abnormal and pathological phenomena as a loss of self-confidence, inferiority complex, a feeling of frustration, the worship and idolisation of whiteness, foreign leaders and ideologies.”10 Thabo Mbeki, too, spoke often about the pathological self-hate of the black South African, a “slave mentality” the extent of which, he told me, shocked him upon his return to the country in the 1990s. The corrective proposed by Lembede in the 1940s—one developed by the ANC Youth League, advanced in different ways by the Pan Africanist Congress and student leader Steve Biko’s Black Consciousness movement, and then reclaimed by Mbeki—was an aggressive nationalism that would restore to Africans their sense of self-worth and dignity.


    The Youth League was virulently opposed to the Communist Party, which it accused of foisting on the African majority not only foreign European ideologies but non-African leadership as well. It tried repeatedly to expel communists from the ANC, and Nelson Mandela was in his youth perhaps its most notorious red-baiter. Certainly there were troublesome racial dynamics in the Communist Party: While the vast majority of the party’s membership was African, the leadership remained overwhelmingly white and Indian. The party had waged a long and bloody internecine war over race; there had been purges and counterpurges and even disappearances in Siberia in the battle over whether it should advocate a “native republic” or stick to class struggle. But, despite these tensions, the Communist Party of South Africa remained the only political forum where blacks and whites could work together as equals: It was the crucible of the unique “nonracialism” of the South African liberation movement.


    Govan Mbeki was never part of the Youth League that would so strongly influence his son’s politics. But even if he was often at loggerheads with the fiery young nationalists in the league, he was by no means immune to the spirit of Africanism in the air at the time. He dedicated Transkei in the Making to “the youth of my race” and changed the name of The Territorial Magazine to Inkundla ya Bantu (The People’s Forum), explaining that “our duty has always been, ever is, and always shall be to the African people.”11 In 1941, he launched a new regular feature in the magazine, entitled “The Gallery of African Heroes,” to which Epainette would occasionally contribute anonymously.12
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