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    Prologue


    I am angry. I am furious. Because I never thought it would happen to us. I never thought we would be having such a conversation. Not us, not the rainbow nation that defied doomsayers and suckled and nurtured a fragile democracy into life for its children. I never thought it would happen to us, this relentless decline, the flirtation with a leap over the cliff.


    How could it? How can it? We are the children of Nelson Mandela, after all. We are the country that gave birth to the first liberation movement on the African continent, the African National Congress (ANC).1 We wrote the world’s most admired Constitution,2 a document held up as an example by progressive forces around the globe.


    It would never happen to us, I said, as I tucked into a bowl of pepper soup in Lagos, Nigeria, in 2004, surrounded by some of the most astute Nigerians of my generation. At our table of eight were bankers, editors, accountants and a government official. I spoke confidently of my faith in my people, in my country, and in my country’s leaders, to break the narrative of Africa as a continent of post-colonial plunder, poverty, dictatorship and war.


    They laughed. They laughed good-naturedly, as if I was a child, as if I was yet to learn the ways of the world. They all laughed, all of them, without exception.


    That sweltering afternoon in Lagos, when I joshed with my colleagues and told them South Africa would never descend into the anarchy and decrepitude and chaos that made me love and hate their city, came back to me on the evening of 12 February 2015. South Africa’s democracy was being stolen, and the slow decline we had suffered over the previous seven years was coming to a head.


    The young firebrand Julius Malema, leader of the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) and former president of the ANC Youth League, had made it clear in the run-up to the State of the Nation Address, to be delivered by President Jacob Zuma, that he would demand that the President answer to the charge of theft.3 Zuma’s administration had, over the previous six years, spent R246 million in public money on improvements to the President’s vast house in his home village of Nkandla, in rural KwaZulu-Natal.


    The Public Protector, Thuli Madonsela, had been scathing in her findings about the house. Her report found that Zuma had disproportionately benefited from the upgrades; that the work on his home was ‘exorbitant’; that he had failed to stop the spiralling costs; and that he had allowed the building of a visitors’ centre, cattle kraal and chicken run, swimming pool and amphitheatre under the guise of ‘security upgrades’, which these were clearly not.4


    This was what Malema was challenging Zuma about in Parliament. Both the EFF and the rest of the opposition wanted Zuma to pay back the money he owed to South Africans for the building of this gaudy palace in the midst of the poverty and despair of Nkandla.


    As the respected economist Nazmeera Moola has pointed out, the Nkandla Local Municipality ‘has 114 416 people living within its jurisdiction. Only 32 per cent of the 22 463 dwellings in the municipality are classified as “formal”. Only 16.7 per cent have piped water inside their dwelling, 8.1 per cent have toilets connected to a sewerage system and 7.8 per cent have their garbage collected by the council.’5


    Here, in this sea of poverty, is where our government spends R246 million on one man. It reminds me of the Zairean kleptocrat, Mobutu Sese Seko. At the height of his excesses in the 1980s, Mobutu built an airport next to his palace at Gbadolite with a runway long enough to accommodate the Concorde, so he could hop over to Paris for a quick shop.6


    And so Malema arrived at a tense Parliament in Cape Town, having declared his intention to ensure that Zuma answer what can be distilled into this simple question: ‘When will the President pay back the money spent on non-essential security items at his Nkandla home?’


    A security blanket had been thrown over proceedings, with every single person who made it into the parliamentary precinct on the day subjected to pre-screening by intelligence services and rigorous security checks.7 At the start of proceedings, mysterious men and women in white shirts were seen outside the parliamentary chamber. No official would say who they were and why they were there. You would have thought South Africa had received credible information about a threatened terrorist attack, but the threat was that an opposition politician wanted to ask the sitting head of state a question. Just one question.


    When proceedings were supposed to start, journalists realised that their mobile devices were jammed and they could not transmit messages to the outside world. The journalists and opposition parties began shouting: ‘Bring back the signal!’8 After several exchanges with irate opposition MPs, the Speaker of the National Assembly, Baleka Mbete, informed the chamber that the signal had been unscrambled. This was essentially an admission that the signal had been purposefully scrambled in the first place. Who ordered this? Why? The Minister of State Security was later to say that the cellphone signal had been jammed by mistake.9 If that was the case, how could it be unscrambled so quickly? Why was it unscrambled after he, David Mahlobo, had received a note from Deputy President Cyril Ramaphosa and then left the chamber?


    After that there was an argument when Malema’s party insisted that Zuma answer the question of when he would pay back the money spent on Nkandla. That was when Mbete ordered the mysterious figures in white shirts and black trousers to enter the room. Using their fists liberally, they removed the EFF MPs from the chamber. Several of the EFF MPs, including Malema, were bleeding. A female EFF MP suffered a broken jaw and spent days in hospital.10


    This was the South African Parliament, where our revered Constitution – authored by men and women led by Cyril Ramaphosa, one of the men now sitting in the National Assembly – was adopted in 1997. In a speech at the adoption ceremony for the Constitution, symbolically held in Sharpeville, Gauteng, where 69 South Africans were murdered by apartheid police in March 1960, Ramaphosa had said: ‘Here, at Sharpeville, in Vereeniging, both powerful symbols of past relationships between South Africans, we are making a break with the past. A break with the pain, a break with betrayal. We are starting a new chapter.


    ‘Today marks the legal transition to a Constitution that represents the will of the overwhelming majority of the people of this country. It’s one law for one nation, a document that commits not only the government but every single one of us to the values that have been disregarded in the past – to human rights, fair, decent treatment for all, to democracy and government that is accountable to the people, to tolerance of our differences and appreciation of our common humanity.’11


    The events in Parliament on that day in February 2015 were the furthest we have ever been from that beautiful statement. Accountability, openness, democracy – all lay in tatters. South Africa’s democracy was being compromised in defence of one man: a leader around whom swirled allegations of corruption, lack of values, lethargy and failure to govern properly.


    That was when I knew that South Africa had begun its descent into what my lunch colleagues in Lagos had joked about with me. In the years since 2009, when Jacob Gedleyihlekisa Zuma ascended to the presidency of South Africa, we have gone backwards on every conceivable front. We are losing our way. The principles embodied by our founding fathers are under siege; the poor are treated with disdain; the powerful and politically connected are looting the coffers of the state; while the masses of our people are becoming increasingly desperate and have only government handouts to thank for their survival.


    Under Nelson Mandela and Thabo Mbeki, government debt was reduced from the disgraceful apartheid levels (52 per cent of GDP in 1994) to less than 30 per cent of GDP. Under Zuma it has ratcheted up dramatically to 45.9 per cent.12 Unemployment is ticking up, while economic growth has deteriorated sharply since 2009. Statistics South Africa’s quarterly labour force survey found that the jobless rate rose to 26.4 per cent in the first three months of 2015 – the highest level in 11 years. In all, 8.7 million people are unemployed, if we include those who have given up looking for work.13


    Gross domestic product grew by an annualised 1.3 per cent quarter-on-quarter in the first three months of 2015. That is worse than the miserable 1.5 per cent growth of 2014. Worse, though, is that GDP contracted an annualised 1.3 per cent from the first quarter of 2015. GDP growth has deteriorated steadily under Zuma: 3.6 per cent in 2011, 2.5 per cent in 2012, 1.9 per cent in 2013. The trend is set to continue up to 2017.14


    Zuma was re-elected for a second term in May 2014, at exactly the same time as Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi. At the time India’s inflation was running at 9 per cent and economic growth had slowed to less than 5 per cent. When Modi celebrated a year in office in 2015, inflation was down to 5 per cent, and the International Monetary Fund was forecasting that India’s economy would grow by 7.5 per cent in 2015. The same institution believes South Africa will struggle to achieve 2 per cent growth.


    Unemployment is the single most dangerous issue facing South Africa today. It is creating a great mass of anger and frustration. As the young and hopeless watch Zuma and his cronies eat and ask for more from their mothers and fathers in taxes, rates, eTolls (highway tolls) and other charges, they begin to ask themselves: why, and for how long? Police minister Nathi Nhleko reported to Parliament in May 2015 that there were a staggering 14 700 incidents of unrest – community and service delivery protests – reported to the South African Police Service (SAPS) in the previous year.15


    There will be howling from Zuma and his cronies at all these things I say. They will allege all sorts of things. They will accuse me – as they have accused every black person who dares to call them out on their looting – a coconut, a sellout, a tool of whites and of the West. To them I say: it is black people, my people, that you are betraying. It is black people who are unemployed, whose taxes you steal, whose lives you condemn to hopelessness and despair. It is black people who suffer when the institutions of state are rendered useless and cowed. It is black people – who the Zuma administration claims to be working for – who bear the brunt of the failure of the police, the courts, the state, to deliver on their mandates. These people didn’t fight and defeat apartheid for this. They didn’t fight and defeat apartheid to see their leaders feed at the trough while thousands go to bed hungry and cold. If they did, then indeed I am a sellout. Then indeed every man and woman of conscience who stands up against the spread of corruption and the betrayal of the liberation ethos espoused by Mandela and others is a sellout.


    Are we a failed state? No, not by a long shot. Are we a Syria or an Eritrea or a Libya? Not at all. We have a beautiful country, a peace that defies belief and a people committed to the democracy we have painstakingly built over 21 years. That is why we need to take heed of the warning lights that are flashing.


    Failure, disaster and collapse can arrive very quickly. Sometimes it can take years of the drip-drip effect, of small things going wrong and being left unfixed. One day you look around and realise that everything is broken, that your country has been stolen. That is what I fear the Zuma presidency has been doing to South Africa since the man came to power in 2009.


    The Zuma bus is taking us over the cliff. And if we stay quiet, if we don’t point out the sharp decline that he has brought about, both in the quality of the ANC’s leadership of society and in the quality of leadership in government, then we are laughing with the bus driver, the thief-in-chief from Nkandla.


    What is going on? On the day the Public Protector comprehensively proved that a crime had been committed against the taxpayer over the building of Zuma’s palatial home, and that he had benefited unduly from this crime, he gave a speech in which he did not even see fit to mention her findings.


    You see, he is not ashamed at all. He is not ashamed that he is exposed, that he is naked, that the world is pointing and laughing at him – and at us. He has no shame. Without this sense of shame, this acknowledgement of wrongdoing, he will sit in office and continue as if nothing is wrong. I believe that, in his warped view, the only thing that would lead to his being removed from office would be a jail sentence.


    We are sliding from our high ideals into a free-for-all in which politicians are a law unto themselves and accountability is a word used only for PowerPoint presentations. Not a single member of the ANC’s national executive committee (NEC) is prepared to raise their hand and say to Zuma: thus far, and no further. In the NEC, the rot is now endemic.


    It is, of course, easy to point fingers and accuse Zuma and his cronies of all sorts of things. The truth is, they are not the only guilty party here. We are guilty too.


    South Africans deserve these leaders. We deserve a Zuma, because we have rewarded him for his scandals: Guptagate, Khwezigate, Malawigate, the spy tapes, Schabir Shaik …


    The list of scandals is long. Yet we chose the man at the heart of them all. Not just once. Twice.


    The depressing part is that Zuma and the ‘leaders’ he has surrounded himself with are busy subverting our institutions of accountability and turning them into paper tigers. By the time they leave – for they shall – they will have done us a huge amount of damage. Think about the many once-respected institutions that, over the Zuma years, have become nothing but shadows of their former selves, with mostly puppets at the helm: the National Prosecuting Authority (NPA), the Hawks, the South African Revenue Service (Sars). And what about the collapse of the Scorpions, the attempts to subvert the judiciary, the hijacking of the National Intelligence Agency and of course the disgraceful violation of Parliament in February 2015 when police hammered the EFF’s MPs – despite the outcry when this happened for the first time in November 2014.


    The problems we face are not insurmountable, though. Indeed, we are luckier than most in that our beautiful country can turn itself around quickly – if we move fast.


    South Africa needs some serious, ethical, authentic, values-driven and dynamic leadership – from government, business and civil society – over the next few years. Without such leadership we shall lose a golden opportunity to take this country towards the prosperity, peace and pride that it sorely needs.


    In the run-up to the 2009 elections many of us said that Zuma was not the right man for the job. He was compromised then, and his track record since 2009 proves that he is not the type of inclusive, principled or decisive leader that the country needs, and that our challenges demand. This is a challenge for the ANC to grapple with, but it is one that the electorate will decide for it if the party does not mend its ways. They will walk away from the party of Mandela sooner rather than later.


    Zuma is a liability for the ANC. He is a liability for the country. He should do the right thing and go. He must go. South Africa cannot afford such a leader for the long, challenging period ahead to 2019, when the next general election will be held. I shudder to think of the damage we will have suffered by then.


    The much-lauded former Minister in the Presidency, Trevor Manuel, and his impressive National Planning Commission produced a comprehensive set of recommendations, in the form of the National Development Plan (NDP), about how we can make South Africa a prosperous country, free of unemployment and homelessness, by 2030.16 The commission’s report will make many of us uncomfortable. Its analysis of our shortcomings is searing. Its honesty in pointing out our failures over the past 21 years is clinical and admirable, yet painful. Its proposals on how we get our education system, labour market, government and other spheres of society back to winning ways will require much hard work.


    Key to all of it, however, is leadership. Since the NDP was adopted by Cabinet, very little of it has been implemented. We need leadership to implement some of the extremely tough measures that are called for in the report.


    The problem goes further than Zuma. Ordinary citizens will have to get out of the slump of dependency that so many of us have fallen into. Trade unions will have to stomach the idea that things have to change, and that the unemployed are as important as the employed. Principals and teachers will have to accept that supervision of schools will be stepped up. Business will have to accept that, without ethical leadership and participation in South Africa as a corporate citizen, the profit motive alone is just not good enough.


    It is bitter medicine, but it is medicine that we have to take. Reading the NDP document, it is clear that we could become a prosperous country within a relatively short period of time. But we need resolve at leadership level, we need non-partisanship, and we need to understand that this is the crossroads.


    We can choose to be decisive in our leadership and walk the road Manuel and his commission have mapped out for this country. Or we can fall into the lazy thinking, the woolly policies, the selfish gestures, of the Zuma school of leadership. That way leads to entropy, chaos and collapse.


    The warning lights are flashing. We need to wake up and smell the coffee. We are going down.


    This book is an attempt to point out how Jacob Zuma and his cronies have stolen our democracy. They have infected us with poor governance and poorer values. I hope this book can help us get our democracy back. It is an attempt to show how we can put the nightmare years behind us and begin the tough task of giving jobs, water, education, housing and dignity to our people. At the end of the day, this is the urgent task that Mandela and Tambo and many others – the founding fathers of our democracy – were all about.


    In his first speech to Parliament in 1994, Mandela set out exactly what it was the ANC-led government would seek to achieve: ‘My government’s commitment to create a people-centred society of liberty binds us to the pursuit of the goals of freedom from want, freedom from hunger, freedom from deprivation, freedom from ignorance, freedom from suppression and freedom from fear.’17


    This is what we all want. The Zuma years have been the polar opposite. As Zwelinzima Vavi, the former secretary-general of Cosatu and a former ally of Zuma, said in 2010: ‘We’re headed for a predator state where a powerful, corrupt and demagogic elite of political hyenas are increasingly using the state to get rich.’18


    We are there now. We can still fix things before we hit rock bottom. But time is running out. We have now begun our descent.
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    And So it Begins


    ‘Yeah, every night it’s the same old thing


    Getting high, getting drunk, getting horny


    At the Inn-Between, again.’


    – Rodriguez, ‘A Most Disgusting Song’


    My brother Ernest is reading Time magazine. It is the year 1991, a bright, hot, clear April day. He is 14 years old. He comes over to me, lolling on the one sofa in our family home, a corrugated-iron shack, and asks for the meaning of a word he is unfamiliar with.


    We play around with the word, factotum, which he likes the sound of, and make examples of sentences in which it appears. Then we have a short discussion about Angola’s MPLA. Movimento Popular de Libertação de Angola, he tells me. That is what it stands for in Portuguese. I don’t know how good a leader José Eduardo dos Santos is, which is what Ernest wants to know, as he has lately heard about the Angolan president.


    Then his friend Ndembeni rides into our yard on his bicycle. Ndembeni is two years older than Ernest. They are fast friends. Ernest gets onto the handlebars of the bicycle and they ride off, free as a pair of birds.


    Two hours later my cousin Dan Malala’s son, also named Justice, comes running into our yard. He tells me that two teenagers have been hit by a bakkie down in Block A of our village of New Eersterus, just north of Pretoria, near where they live. He is not sure that it is Ernest and his friend. He says I must hurry.


    I walk, in a daze, to the scene of the accident, a journey of 30 minutes. A large crowd has gathered. A man stands by the side of the road, holding his head in his hands. He is the driver.


    It is Ernest who is lying on the side of the road. We put him in the back of the bakkie. I sit with him. I know he is dead, but we all pretend that there is hope. The driver, the man with his head in his hands, takes the wheel. An Indian doctor comes to the door at the hospital, Jubilee. He shakes his head.


    ‘He is dead,’ he says, his tone flat. Final.


    Hospital orderlies take Ernest’s body to the morgue.


    Both of Ndembeni’s legs are broken. He is in a coma for weeks. There are injuries to his head, his arms and his face. They did not see the bakkie coming. There is no police investigation.


    The driver takes me back to our house. My mother is back from work at the nearby Catholic seminary. There are women sitting with her, surrounding her. They know. I tell them. They hold my mother down. Her weeping is silent. I don’t know what to do, what to hold.


    Ernest was special. Top of his class whenever he felt like it, he was already a political activist, attending South African Youth Congress and ANC Youth League meetings all over the country. When he returned from his first Young Pioneers (ANC Youth League members younger than 14) meeting just the year before he died, in 1990, he fell into memorising the ANC’s guiding document, the Freedom Charter. It begins with the historic, unifying line, ‘We, the People of South Africa, declare for all our country and the world to know: that South Africa belongs to all who live in it, black and white, and that no government can justly claim authority unless it is based on the will of all the people.’1


    He committed the document to memory within a couple of days, and quoted it to anyone who would listen.


    And so, when he died, the ANC in the village rallied to my family’s cause. It was not just that my brother was a committed ANC member at just 14. My brother Eric had been an activist and was beaten and detained for months by the Bophuthatswana police in the 1980s. My younger sister was a fierce student activist. I had helped launch the local ANC and ANC Youth League branches in the village, becoming the first acting branch secretary-general of the unbanned ANC in 1990.


    Local ANC leaders took refuge at my mother’s house when they were on the run. Even when we had little food, they were guaranteed a plate of pap and relish at our house. Every week, political education sessions were held under my mother’s roof until it became too dangerous to do so.


    When my brother’s coffin was lowered into his grave, an ANC flag went down with it. The black, green and gold was in our blood. The beautiful melody of ‘Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika’, the ANC anthem that was later to become part of a spliced-together national anthem, rose up over the New Eersterus cemetery.


    We were proud ANC members. That year, as the pain of my brother’s passing began to mend, my comrades and I were entranced by a widely circulated paper written by an ANC intellectual, Albie Sachs, who later became a Constitutional Court judge and celebrated South African author.


    Towards the end of the paper he made one of the most moving declarations I have ever read about what it meant, then, to be a member of the ANC. It was as if Sachs knew my heart, the very depths of my soul.


    He wrote: ‘We think we are the best (and we are), that is why we are in the ANC. We work hard to persuade the people of our country that we are the best (and we are succeeding). But this does not require us to force our views down the throats of others.


    ‘On the contrary, we exercise true leadership by being non-hegemonic, by selflessly trying to create the widest unity of the oppressed and to encourage all forces of change, by showing the people that we are fighting not to impose a view upon them but to give them the right to choose the kind of society they want and the kind of government they want.


    ‘We are not afraid of the ballot box, of open debate, of opposition. One fine day we will even have our Ian Smith equivalents protesting and grumbling about every change being made and looking back with nostalgia to the good old days of apartheid, but we will take them on at the hustings. In conditions of freedom, we have no doubt who will win, and if we should forfeit the trust of the people, then we deserve to lose.’2


    It was such belief in the ANC and the possibility of a new order, a new progressive country, that made the release of Nelson Mandela and the unbanning of the ANC in February 1990 such seminal moments in our collective history. I was walking in the Johannesburg city centre on 2 February 1990 when a huge surge of people ran towards me. They were holding posters of the afternoon edition of the Star newspaper. President FW de Klerk had that morning announced that the government would release Nelson Mandela and unban the African National Congress and its allied organisations.


    I joined the surging masses of people running through the streets of Johannesburg, laughing, hugging, weeping, running, crying. The country of our dreams had finally arrived. I arrived back home in Pretoria at midnight. My whole journey from Johannesburg, in three different taxis, had consisted of people hugging, singing freedom songs and dancing.


    These were the thoughts and images racing through my mind at 3.41 am on Saturday 7 January 2012, a day before the celebrations to mark the centenary of the founding of the ANC. There was nothing revolutionary about the Cubaña restaurant-cum-nightclub in Bloemfontein, the sleepy city in the centre of South Africa where the ANC was born.


    As the sun rose, the morning light revealed all the signs of the crass, conspicuous consumption that we have come to expect of the ANC, not the signs of the revolution the party had set out to achieve. The evidence of the night’s partying looked more like a bacchanalian bankers’ feast than a humble ANC celebration. Outside, the streets of Bloemfontein were clogged with Range Rovers, massive Mercedes-Benzes and BMWs.3 Inside, ANC leaders enjoyed Moët et Chandon champagne in massive quantities. No one, it seemed, was interested in the fine South African sparkling wines available at far cheaper prices. This was not about enjoyment. It was about showing that you had arrived. It was not about good champagne. It was about showing that you could afford expensive stuff. It was about the label, the price tag, and not what was in the bottle.


    The ANC’s arrival in Bloemfontein in the Free State province – a place so racist under apartheid that people of Indian origin were not allowed to sleep there overnight – had attracted the party’s elite from across the country. And if the ANC has succeeded at anything, it is at enriching a narrow black elite that is not afraid of flaunting its material wealth. In Mangaung, as the Bloemfontein metro area is called today, ANC leaders, hangers-on and others jostled to show each other and the poor masses how big their cars and their bank balances were. That is the measure of our success today.


    At 4 am the music stopped. As Cubaña prepared to shut down, President Jacob Zuma’s supporters started singing in praise of him. The songs started here, there and everywhere in the club. There was a variety of songs, including the man’s infamous signature song, ‘Awu Lethe uMshini Wami’ (Bring Me My Machine Gun).


    The singing was full of vim and bravado. The same vigour continued the next day with the speeches and public celebrations. Yet there was no doubt that the mighty ANC house was creaky and facing collapse. Noble and admirable as the ANC’s 82 years of liberation struggle are, there was no doubt at those celebrations that 18 years of power had presented extraordinary challenges to the grand old lady of the continent’s liberation movements.


    In Mangaung, these challenges were writ large: societal poverty cheek by jowl with vulgar displays of affluence by party luminaries; institutional decay and creeping moral degeneration; allegations of corruption within party leadership and at the highest echelons of the state.


    At the heart of the ANC’s rotting corpse stood one man: its president, Jacob Zuma. When Zuma was rising to power in the late 2000s much was made of his middle name, Gedleyihlekisa (He who smiles while crushing you).4 There was another name the ANC rank and file liked to attach to him as he swatted aside one criminal charge or scandal after another: Phunyuka bemphete! This is a Zulu expression meaning ‘the one who escapes [when there is no way out, every time]’. In a Western context, it is the equivalent of calling Zuma ‘Houdini’.


    Zuma is a man known for his gorgeous singing and for his dismissive giggle in response to difficult questions. Many think his lack of schooling – he has only five years of formal education to his name – means he is a fool. But a fool he is not. He makes gaffes every week, and has no idea what constitutionality means, but he is not a fool. He might not read, as has been alleged by intellectuals such as political analyst and academic Richard Calland,5 but in the first five years of his administration he amply proved that he knows how to work the levers of power to ensure he never sees the interior of a court of law to answer the more than 750 instances of corruption levelled at him on 28 December 2007, which he has so far managed to evade.6 This is a remarkable feat given that Schabir Shaik, his friend and benefactor, was convicted of bribing him. So the briber, as it were, went to jail while the man who accepted the bribes rose to the presidency.


    Since he became the president of the ANC in 2007, Zuma has overseen the most concerted and successful assault on the independent institutions of South Africa since democracy dawned in 1994. The judiciary is today facing a major crisis of confidence because of cases involving him at the Constitutional Court. The minute he left Polokwane after winning the ANC presidency his lieutenants in Parliament ensured that the Scorpions investigative unit, which had investigated Zuma for taking bribes, was disbanded. It was quick, cruel and ruthless.


    Over the past few years it has been the turn of the Office of the Public Protector – an independent constitutional body aimed at ensuring honesty and proper delivery of services by the state and its many arms. The profile of the Public Protector has been raised by the fearlessness of the incumbent, Thuli Madonsela, who has taken on the unauthorised expenditure of R246 million of taxpayers’ money on Zuma’s private residence in his rural KwaZulu-Natal village of Nkandla.


    Madonsela has proposed that Zuma pay back some of the money used for what have been termed ‘security upgrades’ – including a cattle kraal, swimming pool and chicken coop – at his home. He has refused, and instead set up various investigations stuffed with cronies to exonerate him. The concerted, coordinated attacks from Parliament, the executive and various sections of the ANC on the Public Protector’s office have turned Madonsela into possibly the most admired ‘public servant’ in South Africa today.


    In late 2013 we had the extraordinary spectacle of our security cluster ministers – including the ministers of intelligence, police and defence – turning on the populace and declaring that publication of pictures of the taxpayer-funded Nkandla was illegal and the full might of the law would come down on those who dared to do so.7 All this for one man: Jacob Gedleyihlekisa Zuma.


    The man is not a fool. He has managed to turn the mighty ANC into a tool for his protection. Whatever he does, whether it is allowing his friends the Gupta family to blatantly make use of military installations8 or pretending to know nothing of the monstrous, hideous compound being built for him for R246 million, the man has the party rushing to do his bidding.


    And so we have to ask: which African National Congress is this? How can an organisation that refused to build a personality cult around Nelson Mandela allow itself to become a mere tool in the hands of Zuma? What kind of leaders does it have that they can cast aside the party’s historical mission – to transform the lives of millions of poor black people and build a united, non-racial, prosperous and democratic country – and work as nothing more than gophers for Zuma?


    Yet that is what the party’s 86-member NEC does. The party’s Members of Parliament (MPs) stand and introduce legislation that is aimed solely at protecting this one man. Six months after he was confronted by the EFF in Parliament, ANC MPs pushed through new parliamentary regulations to ensure that an MP could be kicked out of the National Assembly for making certain utterances.9 Across the land, provincial party leaders hobble state machinery merely to protect and keep this one compromised leader out of jail and in power. Not only has he faced rape charges10 but he has also impregnated the daughter of a friend,11 and allegations abound that he has handed out plum posts to his mistresses at key parastatals such as South African Airways.12


    It is an astounding sight, this. Once-proud leaders who served our nation in exile, in the United Democratic Front and in other anti-apartheid organisations and in trade unions now scrape and bow before this one man. From the great heights of leaders such as Nobel Peace Prize winner Albert Luthuli, the ANC no longer has leaders. It has zombies who mindlessly follow this one leader and do his bidding. It is quite extraordinary.


    What has happened to the culture of debate and contestation that once permeated this movement? What happened to the pride that made this organisation stand up and expel people who muddied its name? How can this lot walk in the shoes of leaders such as Walter Sisulu, AP Mda, Anton Lembede and Pixley kaIsaka Seme?


    So, as we look at the extraordinary lengths to which the current ANC ‘leadership’ has gone to defend a compromised embarrassment of a leader whose entire family seems to be infused by a shocking culture of entitlement (Zuma’s brother Michael has admitted, on live radio, using his name to swing government contracts or tenders to benefactors who had promised him a house13), we have to ask: where is the African National Congress of my dreams, of my father’s dreams, of my brother’s and sister’s dreams?


    The answer is heartbreaking: the ANC is compromised, it is weak, it is lost. It has lost its moral compass and its leadership of society. The man at its head is a reflection of what the party is: ill disciplined, compromised, unprincipled. The fish rots from the head.


    The desperation we see among the ANC’s leaders is a reflection of this. When a man as widely admired as Cyril Ramaphosa – the former trade union leader, architect of our Constitution and respected businessman who hitched his wagon to the Zuma camp in 2012 to become deputy president of the party and the country – has no argument to convince a disgruntled voter except to say ‘the Boers will return’14 if the voter doesn’t cast his ballot for the ANC, then you know that this is a movement that is both intellectually and morally bankrupt. The emperor and his lieutenants have no clothes.


    This is the way we will remember the reign of Zuma. We will remember it not for its achievements, but for the cowardice, callowness and bankruptcy of the leadership that he brought with him. We will remember them for their bowing and scraping and their destruction of a great liberation movement.


    Yet even as we consider that the ANC has come to this, we must not be fooled into thinking that the narrative will be a straight line of decline and inevitable destruction over the next decade. The ANC has faced some serious challenges in the past, and has not just survived; it has emerged from some of its trials and tribulations even stronger. The departure of the so-called Africanists in 1958 after the adoption of the Freedom Charter – a document that asserted the ANC’s non-racial character – was supposedly the death knell of the ANC. It was not. Exile, violence and dissent in its camps, the merciless tactics of the apartheid government, the imprisonment of its leaders – these are just some of the things the ANC has survived.


    And yet, as I stood in Mangaung on 8 January 2012, with the many thoughts of the ANC swirling in my head, I could not be churlish. It was a gorgeous day. The ANC’s history of struggle is something to be celebrated by all. Nothing makes me prouder than what those great men and women selflessly and bravely gave up for all of us – and the freedoms we enjoy and take for granted today. It is a glorious achievement, one alluded to by Nelson Mandela when he was sworn in as president of a free, united, democratic and non-racial South Africa in 1994: ‘Let each know that for each the body, the mind and the soul have been freed to fulfil themselves. Never, never and never again shall it be that this beautiful land will again experience the oppression of one by another and suffer the indignity of being the skunk of the world.’


    Then he concluded by saying: ‘Let freedom reign. The sun shall never set on so glorious a human achievement.’15


    What a glorious achievement indeed: black and white defying the odds to build an extraordinary, beautiful, divided and yet united entity whose existence many wouldn’t have believed was possible.


    Yet.


    Yet, despite this, the truth is that this ANC is in trouble and faces terminal decline. More than 20 years in power have been challenging for the party. Its decline is taking South Africa down with it. The sheen and hope of the new South Africa is coming off. Why?


    The most heated discussion points among those attending the Mangaung celebrations were about leadership. There is no doubt, even among his supporters, that Zuma is seen as an intellectual flyweight whose tenure in the Union Buildings has been a rudderless, scriptless farce. To see his picture beside those of his predecessors is jarring for many; he just has not displayed the intellectual rigour and exemplary, values-based leadership displayed by them.


    Zuma’s poor leadership is not his problem alone, though. Current ANC leaders campaigned for him and elected him. They got the leader they deserved, and by voting for the ANC in 2009 and in 2014 we, too, got the leader we deserved. If Zuma is a problem, the people who lined him up next to OR Tambo, Nelson Mandela and Albert Luthuli have a serious problem too.


    Gwede Mantashe, the cantankerous ANC secretary-general, has bemoaned the fact that many of Africa’s liberation movements are not just out of power but cannot even win a single seat in parliamentary elections.16 Mantashe and his comrades know full well why this is so. It is because, when those organisations faced what the ANC faces today, they just continued the slide down into poor leadership and corruption.


    Under Zuma, the ANC has become exactly that kind of organisation.


    And so we have to ask: what will South Africa look like when Zuma bids us goodbye in 2019? The answer is pretty simple: the relentless and single-minded assault on the institutions of our democracy that he has overseen will leave us a country whose carefully constructed democracy is deeply compromised.


    Given the intensity of the assault on the office of the Public Protector, the NPA, the judiciary and the independent media, it is possible that the country will be cowed and subjugated in five years. We won’t be South Africa Inc; we will be Zuma Inc.


    Imagine that the year is 2024. Our children will live in a country where the Public Protector’s office is led by a yes man and the NPA rouses itself only to prosecute vocal opposition leaders such as the Democratic Alliance’s Mmusi Maimane and the EFF’s Julius Malema. The newspapers will look like our collapsed neighbour Zimbabwe’s state-run press – full of stories congratulating the first lady on her cooked-up PhD and lauding the president’s achievements as scientist of the year.17 This is the country Zuma wants.


    Meanwhile, everything that Zuma touches at state level falls apart. State finances are a mess. Unemployment is ticking up while economic growth is getting worse. State schools are terrible (a child died in a pit latrine early in 2014,18 while female teachers have to give sex to get jobs in the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal19), the economy is on its knees and the monstrosity that is Nkandla is rubbed in our faces every day as ANC leaders defend Zuma from accountability and scrutiny on the issue.20


    It is a measure of the ethical and moral vacuity of the man that Zuma tells us that corruption is a Western thing and that people who complain about Nkandla should also complain about George airport, which was once named after the apartheid monster PW Botha.21 That is the level at which the president of Mandela’s South Africa has chosen to pitch himself: if it was good enough for an apartheid leader, then it is good enough for him. That is not a low; it is scraping the barrel of depravity, of ignorance.


    What has South Africa done to deserve such ignominy? What have we done to become the laughing stock of the world, as the public intellectual Xolela Mangcu put it heartbreakingly and succinctly in a column when a Harvard University seminar he was attending descended into fits of laughter at the mere mention of our leader, Zuma?22


    How do we give hope to the more than 8 million unemployed South Africans that the party of Mandela can turn itself around and fulfil its promise, when all they see is a leader and a party that seems hell-bent on enriching itself? What do we say to the many who see cronyism at play in the most brazen manner – Zuma’s 25-year-old daughter, straight out of school, was given a plum job in 2014 for which she had neither the experience nor the credentials23 – while nothing is done about it?


    How did the hopeful South Africa of Nelson Mandela find itself so compromised and descending towards failure, despair and anarchy? Can the hopeful rainbow nation that astounded the world find its way back to restart its journey towards equality and prosperity?


    Sadly, South Africa is quickly reverting to a patriarchal culture where the Big Man is never questioned, never confronted, never probed. I see it at events where all present have to stand when ‘the President’ enters, where we have to genuflect and treat our elected leaders as though we are in feudal times.


    Worse, though, is that we have lost the ability to tell the emperor that he wears no clothes. Even when things are at their lowest ebb, it has become clear to me that our leaders surround themselves with sycophants who cannot find in themselves the self-belief, the courage, to point out the simple things. Our leaders like it, hence the obsequious yes men they continue to surround themselves with. The worst, and most painful, example of this was the failure of those around former President Thabo Mbeki to rein him in when he took it upon himself to become a spokesperson for a fringe grouping of scientists who propagated the idea that HIV infection does not cause Aids.24


    First, Mbeki’s own spokesperson and a friend – not just of mine but also of many journalists – believed in Mbeki’s crazy ideas. Parks Mankahlana, a brilliant and charming young former ANC Youth League leader, refused to take anti-retroviral drugs.25 I returned to South Africa just weeks before he died and saw him at his house in Midrand. He was thin, but he still believed. Weeks later he was dead.


    A Harvard University study has estimated that Mbeki’s deluded policies on Aids led to the deaths of more than 300 000 people.26


    It should not have been so. It must never, ever, happen again. Those people – and we can have the debate about just how many people died because of those policies – did not die because the head of state held deplorable views on Aids. They died because only very few of us had the guts to stand up and speak out against Mbeki’s madness. The blood is therefore not just on Mbeki’s hands. It is also on the hands of the obsequious civil servants, ANC leaders and civil society activists who did not raise their voices, who did not speak when their voices were most needed.


    That culture has to stop. We need to stop believing that shielding our leaders from the truth is respect. It is patently not. We disrespect our leaders by shielding them from the truth and by refusing to hold them to account. Ordinary South Africans face the truth of lack of infrastructure every day. Leaders should face similar truths every day, too.


    What of the ANC? Can it be saved? Can the rot and decline affecting it be stopped?


    There was a time when the ANC was the leader of society in matters intellectual and ethical. At decisive times in our history the ANC and a core of intellectuals in its leadership would process events and emerging trends and apply the party’s history and moral and ethical compass, and emerge on the other side with hard, sometimes painful, but necessary positions.


    This does not mean that the ANC was always the instigator of events. The party was caught flat-footed by the 1976 student uprising. However, it managed to thread a strong enough narrative for students fleeing South Africa to be attracted to it. It did not foresee the Cato Manor race riots of 1949, but it rose up intellectually and built alliances with progressive Indian organisations in the aftermath of those events.


    This is an organisation that has through the decades been able to emerge as a leader of society by giving intellectual succour to its people when they needed it. At various points in the evolution of our country and our democracy, it has stepped in to be a bridge over our troubled waters.


    Who wanted the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of the 1990s? Not many, not even within the ANC. Yet the party coaxed a reluctant South Africa towards a breathtaking human achievement. Who was for the ‘sunset clauses’? At a crucial time the ANC chose to give wide-ranging concessions to a morally vanquished white regime to get us to the 1994 elections. It was not easy. It took courage, intellectual application and strategic and tactical nous to achieve all these things. It was the ANC at its best. To quote the party’s slogan: the ANC leads.


    Not now. In all recent debates the party of Zuma has been nowhere to be seen. It was outflanked, outgunned, outmanoeuvred and hopelessly inadequate on how to deal with the wave of #RhodesMustFall statue protests across the country in early 2015. During the debates over the removal of the Rhodes statue at UCT, and others on campuses and in cities across South Africa, the best the ANC could offer was a sad, weak, entreaty for us to ‘debate these issues’. It had nothing more to offer.


    In KwaZulu-Natal, where xenophobic attacks rose sharply after Zulu King Goodwill Zwelithini said foreign nationals must pack up and go,27 the ANC was paralysed. Instead of providing moral, ethical and intellectual leadership on this issue, the ANC kept schtum. Rather, it commented on the burning issue of the decision to buy seven Mercedes-Benz E-Class sedans for the King’s wives. ANC provincial secretary Sihle Zikalala told The Mercury newspaper that the purchase was in fact a ‘cost-cutting’ measure for the royal household.28


    The truth is that the ANC has forgotten its intellectual roots. Since 2007 it has become an organisation dedicated to protecting its leader, Zuma, at the expense of providing leadership on burning societal issues. Consider, for instance, the party’s zeal in dealing with the Nkandla issue. Virtually every brain in the party has been engaged with spinning the looting of R246 million of taxpayer funds to build Zuma’s house. Yet the party postponed its crucial national general council – scheduled for June 2015 but pushed out to October – because no one could be bothered to write up policy papers. That’s the ANC under Zuma: morally bankrupt, ethically compromised and intellectually lazy.


    There are consequences for this betrayal.


    Populists, looters, securocrats, revisionists and all sorts of other miscreants have gleefully entered the space and are at play. South Africa, casting about for leadership, finds itself surrounded by mere noise and no substance. The cacophony rises while the real issues and challenges of our time – the tearing of our social fabric, the decline of our economy, the despair of the unemployed, the poor teaching in our schools – increase by the day.


    Where are the ANC’s intellectuals? Where is the ANC’s leadership as these challenges increase? Too many have given up and are looting as much as they can while the going is good. Too many keep quiet while Zuma and his cronies introduce a chauvinistic, anti-intellectual, tribalist, xenophobic rhetoric to mask their looting of the fiscus.


    The bottom line is that the ANC of my youth, the ANC that is hard-wired into the minds of so many South Africans, and who still vote for it in their millions, is gone. Only a glimmer of it exists. Only its history exists.


    The ANC’s leadership, and its membership, has now been infected by a mob that is intent on feeding as much as possible before things blow up. They know that this is a game of diminishing returns, yet they cannot stop. When they raise their heads everyone else has their snout in the trough – and so they too fall in and eat. There is no one to stop the orgy of looting.


    Our salvation lies in those who have chosen to walk away and begin working in civil society to effect change. Our salvation no longer lies with the ANC, for that ANC died in the kind of looting exemplified by the party’s leaders in Mangaung when it celebrated its centenary.
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