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Foreword 

			by BUSISIWE MAVUSO

			It was in 2019 that I had the honour of first meeting Leon Louw at our Business Leadership South Africa offices in Sandton. His visit was prompted by a shared interest in shaping the future of South Africa’s energy landscape, specifically through collaboration on the Electricity Regulation Act Amendment Bill.

			What struck me about his approach was its elegant simplicity: A single word, strategically inserted, held the key to unlocking private sector participation in energy generation. The proposed amendment, which involved adding the word “not”, was a reflection of Leon’s innovative thinking and his ability to distil complex issues down to their essence.

			My first encounter with Leon’s proposal left a lasting impression on me. I was struck by the deceptive simplicity of his proposal. And as our engagements continued, a pattern emerged: Every conversation centred on finding solutions to improve the economy. His ability to translate complex issues into straightforward, actionable ideas has remained consistent. His approach is a testament to the notion that economic reform doesn’t have to be convoluted. I share his conviction that setting our economy back on track is not an insurmountable task, but rather a matter of choosing a more direct path. Unfortunately, our government’s tendency to overcomplicate matters often leads to implementation failures. Leon’s insights serve as a reminder that sometimes, the most effective solutions are the ones that seem almost too simple to be true.

			In 1986, his book, South Africa: The Solution, boldly presented proposals for addressing South Africa’s political impasse at that time – and despite initial criticism for its perceived simplicity, it became a bestseller and contributed to shaping the country’s future. It was because of this thought leadership that he later went on to present at the Dakar Conference, Senegal in July 1987, a historic conference that led to the South African government’s talks with Nelson Mandela.

			Almost 40 years later, Leon once again offers a collection of ideas to tackle the complex challenges facing South Africa today, as the country grapples with a polycrisis of public security, economic stagnation, municipal dysfunction, failure of critical infrastructure, climate change, cost of living crisis, most unequal society in the world, and governance failures, all exacerbated by the legacy of state capture. He daringly puts forward bold and provocative plans for what can be done in the aftermath and devastation of state capture, where formal legal structures have been subverted by corrupt and predatory informal networks, where mediocrity has boldly and unapologetically hijacked merit.

			Leon’s ideas and proposed interventions are wide-ranging and thought-provoking. He argues for activating constitutional provisions, liberalising the economy, and reforming state-owned enterprises. He also makes a case for digital access, health care reform, and a more nuanced approach to land reform. Some of his proposals, such as welcoming dumping and abolishing protectionism, and advocating for welfare for the wealthy, are quite provocative, and challenge my own radical views. However, his unwavering commitment to outlining a vision for a better future is undeniable.

			As Albert Einstein so aptly put it, “The world will not be destroyed by those who do wrong, but rather by those who stand by watching the wrongdoers and do nothing.” I have always held in high esteem individuals who take a stand, who choose a side, and who remain committed to their convictions. Leon’s life has been a testament to this principle, marked by a deliberate willingness to challenge conventional wisdom and adapt his perspective as circumstances demand. It is this quality – the ability to think outside the bounds of standard narratives – that often characterises those who have a lasting impact.

			For me, effective leadership is about becoming what your country, institution, or community needs you to be at that time – because that is how we shape the world around us. And that is precisely what Leon has done throughout his life. Agree with him or not, he has an opinion, and it is firm. Where we spend our time is a powerful proxy for intent, and this book is a statement of Leon’s intent to serve. He recognises that it is not up to the poor and the have-nots to change their circumstances, but rather up to the haves and those with the means and power to help lift them out of poverty. Leon understands too well that countries go down when the intelligentsia abandon politics, and by putting his thoughts and ideas into writing, he demonstrates an embodiment of the spirit of a saying that has become a rallying cry for many: “We are the ones we have been waiting for. No one else is coming.”

			This book is a reflection of Leon’s dedication to the cause of liberty. After having read this book and reflected on what you have done, wonder and ponder no more, Leon. Your life’s work and dedication to the cause of liberty will be remembered as positive, relevant, and impactful, and will continue to reverberate long after you have departed.

			Busisiwe “Busi” Mavuso is a South African business leader and the Chief Executive Officer of Business Leadership South Africa, a position she has held since July 2019. She is known for her bold public commentary and advocacy for corporate South Africa to play a constructive role in addressing inequality, governance, and national challenges.

		

	
		
			
Foreword 

			by PAUL HARRIS

			I first met Leon Louw at Stellenbosch University. At the time, I was far more interested in sport and student life than in intellectual debates about economics and politics. Leon, on the other hand, was already in a different league – thinking deeply, reading widely, and discussing ideas about liberty and free markets. While I was still at Stellenbosch, he started a small pamphlet called The Individualist, and I became one of his first subscribers. 

			From that moment, I could see that Leon had found his life’s purpose. He has devoted himself ever since to advancing the principles of individual freedom and free markets, and to shifting public opinion and policy in that direction.

			When Leon published South Africa: The Solution in 1986, I realised that he had practical ideas that could make a serious contribution to shaping South Africa’s future. One conversation from that time has always stayed with me. Leon said: “Switzerland is one of the most successful countries in the world – so name a Swiss politician, past or present, who contributed to its success.” I couldn’t name one, and almost no one I’ve asked since has been able to either. His point was simple but profound: Successful countries aren’t built by politicians, but by systems that allow ordinary people to get on with their lives – systems rooted in freedom, rule of law, property rights, and limited government.

			Over the past five decades, Leon has been the intellectual bedrock of the belief that individual freedom and free markets are the true engines of prosperity. His research has consistently shown the positive correlation between economic freedom and national success. And unlike so many who lecture, normally dogmatically, Leon has always chosen to engage and debate. He listens, he questions, and he backs every argument with evidence. That is why he has earned respect across the political spectrum – not for being agreeable, but for being honest, rational, and fair.

			One of his most significant contributions was helping to shape the property rights clauses in South Africa’s Constitution. It was a crucial intervention that helped ensure that ownership and the rule of law would remain central pillars of our democracy.

			For Leon, the formula for success has always been straightforward: the rule of law, property rights, free markets, and limited government involvement in the economy. He has shown that well-intentioned government interventions often produce the opposite of what they promise – stifling growth, discouraging investment, and undermining individual initiative.

			Throughout his career, Leon has remained true to his principles while being open to new insights. He argues with passion but listens with humility. He is rigorous but never rigid – always ready to adjust his views when the facts demand it.

			That combination of conviction and curiosity is rare, and it’s what has made him such an enduring and influential thinker. He makes his case strongly but always with respect and an acknowledgement of alternative views, which is why his counsel is sought across the political spectrum.

			What I’ve always admired most, though, is that Leon works to make a real difference. The Khaya Lam (My Home) project, which he initiated through the Free Market Foundation, is a perfect example. It helps long-term occupants of state-owned and municipal houses obtain full legal title to their homes. For thousands of families, that single piece of paper – a title deed – has turned hope into ownership and dependency into dignity. One hundred thousand titles have already been registered to previous tenants. It’s exactly the kind of practical, principled change Leon has championed throughout his life.

			In more recent years, he has turned his attention to another urgent challenge: reforming South Africa’s state-owned enterprises. From Eskom to Transnet, Leon has been a consistent voice for rational, evidence-based reform, advocating for private participation, accountability, and competition. 

			Busisiwe Mavuso of Business Leadership South Africa once told the story of how Leon proposed a one-word change to the Electricity Regulation Act that could unlock private generation. That’s classic Leon – cutting through complexity to find simple, effective solutions.

			It is unfortunate that the Free Market Foundation – which he founded and led intellectually for so many years – eventually fractured, not over ideas or philosophy, but over finances and petty internal politics. 

			But the ideas Leon championed remain stronger than ever. His influence continues to shape policy debates, academic thought, and public understanding of what truly drives prosperity.

			Leon Louw’s life’s work is a powerful reminder that freedom is not just a theory – it’s a lived experience, something that must be continually defended, refined, and extended. 

			This book celebrates a lifetime devoted to that pursuit. It’s a story of intellect and courage, of reason and humanity – and of a man who never stopped believing that individuals, not politicians, are the real engine of progress.

			Paul Harris is a South African banker, businessman, and philanthropist best known as one of the three co-founders of FirstRand Limited. Harris served as CEO of FirstRand from 2005 until 2009, overseeing the group’s expansion across Africa and into international markets. Beyond banking, he is known for his investment in conservation, wine, and hospitality.

		

	
		
			
Foreword 

			by Leon Louw

			Having a biography written by someone of Tim Cohen’s eminence and published by an organisation of Daily Maverick’s gravitas is deeply humbling. My first surprise was that they considered me a worthy subject. My second was the extent to which Tim’s interviews and research revealed a life forgotten.

			I was startled by how much I had done of which I could be justly proud, and my debt to others who meant so much to me. My life has been too absorbed by what I was doing, by my next endeavour, to recollect the past. Fact-checking drafts as he wrote was like reading about a stranger, until splendid memories resurfaced. I thank Tim Cohen for getting me to pause, recall, and reflect before turning back to the demands of my new and fascinating work.

			Revisiting my efforts to influence South Africa’s new Constitution, China’s preservation of Hong Kong’s free market and its own radical reforms, land rights for apartheid victims, taxi regulation in Eswatini (then Swaziland), Malta’s liberalisation, Siberia’s privatisation, and my beloved South Africa’s economic and jurisprudential policies, for instance, had me pondering whether the dedication of my life to the cause for liberty had been positive, irrelevant, or even counterproductive. 

			My transitions from being pro-apartheid to a communist anti-apartheid activist, then a liberal, and finally a libertarian seemed normal at the time – yet seismic in hindsight. In each phase, my motives and activism concerned what would secure justice, liberty, and prosperity for all, especially the poor.

			I was startled to be reminded of how many global luminaries I had been privileged to meet and spend time with, ranging from a day with newly released Nelson Mandela, to a week in the Kruger Park with the greatest influence on my thinking, Nobel economist Friedrich Hayek, to dinner with the Oppenheimers and Yakutia president Mikhail Nikolayev, and many more. Flattering though these have been, my most treasured and inspiring experiences have been with people at the proverbial “other end of the spectrum”, such as shantytown and street vendor communities.

			Tim took me down a memory lane where all the people with whom I had worked and who made my accomplishments possible appeared as if in a gallery of heroes, from colleagues to Dr Sam Motsuenyane, and from activists to Dr Anton Rupert. Son Johann stepped into his shoes for me, accepted my Luminary Award nomination, and became South Africa’s biggest funder of land titling. He and wife Gaynor appeared in ceremonies to hand recipients the titles which they had sponsored.

			What Tim did not know until he read these words is the painful regret into which he plunged me when I realised that I had not let the dramatis personae who defined my life know how much I appreciated them, including those who turned against me in a shocking and cowardly way.

			Space and time do not allow for more than a few of the countless people worthy of special mention. 

			Bonne Posma and Paul Harris joined the Free Market Foundation as the first members when I created it in 1973 and have supported it since. 

			Eminent business leader and pioneer of affordable apparel for the poor, Christo Wiese, has been a longtime friend, funder and champion of my land titling idea, of which he said, “If anyone can think of a more important thing for South Africa, let me know.” 

			Professor Raymond Parsons formulated the FMF concept with me in 1972 and later employed me in the Association of Chambers of Commerce, where he helped me implement it.

			Dr Sam Motsuenyane, founder member and later president of what became South Africa’s biggest business organisation, and initiator of African Bank, spent many days tutoring me as we explored the Winterveld and created the Citrus Project.

			I met and formed a lifelong association with black business icon Lawrence Mavundla on the day that we confronted police brutality against street vendors, which incident inspired the epiphany that converted me, and maybe him, from communism to capitalism.

			Rumbidzai (Rumbi) Kangara, herself a street vendor then, now proud shop owner, worked and still works tirelessly with me to defend the “informal sector”.

			The famed Des and Dawn (Lindberg) were close friends and anti-apartheid activists. Des survived near-death Covid, but lost Dawn to it. He remains a close and loyal friend.

			Thanks to friend and colleague, Jayne Boccaleone, for steadfast loyalty and support, especially during the dark times, and for contributions to this book. She is a sine qua non of the FMF’s rebirth as the Freedom Foundation. 

			Graham Giles SC, the famed labour law specialist, has been a friend since my youth and a leading campaigner for rational labour policy.

			Unfundisi (Pastor) Philip was very special. He lived in a shack in one of the biggest and poorest informal settlements (slums, shantytowns), where he had a spaza, church, feeding scheme and nursery school. Apart from us fighting the sick laws that criminalise people “at the bottom” who improve their quality of life, I was enriched by the levels of dignity and wisdom in him and his fellow residents, to which I would like to expose privileged people of all races. He was murdered in front of the children and teachers in his nursery school in 2025. 

			Swedish businessman and Honorary Consul of Sweden, Carl Fredrik Sammeli, is a longtime friend and supporter, especially when FMF hijackers bankrupted me. He funded many titles and pioneered Bitprop, which turns owners into backyard rental landlords.

			Martin Brassey SC and attorney Candice Pillay fought and won constitutional cases and, if fortune smiles on South Africa, will do so again. 

			Herman and Connie Mashaba befriended and funded the liberty cause long ago and remain valued friends after Herman’s venture into politics.

			I’m mindful that it might be kitsch to acknowledge the president, but during one of our lunches, President Cyril Ramaphosa and I developed the idea of “people’s privatisation” on which he got me to address a National Union of Mineworkers meeting. It was well received, but the apartheid regime was not ready for it, and the initiative went on the back burner… until now.

			Likewise mentioning President Nelson Mandela… During the day I spent with him soon after his release, I witnessed (and dream of emulating) something so remarkable as to seem impossible. After 27 years of incarceration, he displayed no hostility towards those he might have loathed. He asked me, as he did others, whether he could trust former President FW de Klerk, making it clear that he would be a good faith negotiator.

			Winnie Madikizela-Mandela was a family friend. From her I learned that a tough exterior can coexist with a gentle soul. She drove Soweto children, including her grandchildren, a huge distance daily to the technically unlawful mixed-race Montessori School that we had created. I worked with her to distribute food parcels to families of detainees.

			My association with Albertina Sisulu, regarded by many as the real “mother of the nation”, was similar. I learned from her how people of great stature and eminence could have a humble unseen side. She got me to collect old gardening equipment from the rich for her to take to Soweto homes, where she taught the poor how to grow food.

			Among the most precious people in my life have been my remarkable Free Market Foundation colleagues Eustace Davie and Temba Nolutshungu. From early on, Eustace and I were an invincible duo. Temba joined to be the third corner of what I regarded as a symbiotic triangle of inalienable best and trusted friends. That our friendship and advocacy were squandered has been gut-wrenching.

			So many to mention, so many unmentioned… I beg forgiveness from those I have omitted. 

			Now, the best for last. 

			My beloved family, wife Frances and daughters Justine, Camilla (Milly) and Katherine (Kate), have been and remain inspirational, each in her unique way. Predating them were my childhood family, parents Marais and Juliet, brothers Joe and Murray, and step-siblings Annelisa, Peter and Rosemary. So much to say, so little said of my ultra-special relatives.

			My father’s uncle, missionary AF Louw, titled his book My Eerste Neëntig Jaar (My First Ninety Years). This biography of my first 75 years is the launchpad for my next 75. 

		

	
		
			
Introduction

			This book has an odd history. Following Leon Louw’s exit in July 2022 from the Free Market Foundation, the organisation he founded in 1973 and ran for five decades, his friends gathered and resolved that if nothing else, the record should be set straight about the events that led to his departure. One of the ideas suggested was to entice an unsuspecting journalist to pen a biography of Louw’s life, and in the process, this strange and upsetting story could be told in detail.

			When this group of avid supporters and members of the FMF started looking around for writers who might take on the job, my name came up, partly because I had actually covered some of the breakup of the FMF as a journalist, and Louw and I were somewhat acquainted.

			That was a plus, but there was also a negative. As editor of Business Day, I was technically responsible for Louw’s departure as a columnist for the newspaper in 2020 after some six years. When we discussed it in the process of writing this book, Louw was still a little touchy about the subject, as you might imagine, but it’s a measure of his character that he didn’t consider it an absolute bar to me telling his story.

			The abrupt parting wasn’t quite as simple as the word implies, as I was quick to point out in my defence. At the time, the features editor of Business Day had decided to spike one of Louw’s columns, and he asked me to endorse his decision. (“Spiking” a story is journalist slang for declining to publish because, in the old days, the printed copy of stories the newspaper did not intend publishing were physically jammed onto a spike, which sat ominously on the editor’s desk.) 

			Neither Louw nor I, nor, as it happens, the features editor, could remember clearly what the article said, which itself suggests how petty the whole event was. (We later worked out what the offending column was; it focused on the proposition that South Africans should not celebrate too quickly the new Ramaphosa-led government of the time. That idea was, in fact, prescient, but conflicted with the mood of the time.) But I do remember the features editor complaining very righteously that the article had gone “too far”. For essentially practical reasons, I felt constrained to comply with the section editor’s opinion. Louw felt, somewhat understandably, aggrieved and decided to take his column to a different publication. From that inauspicious start, I have had many opportunities to relish Louw going “too far” in discussions on a huge range of topics.

			What I knew then was that Louw had led and continues to lead an astonishing life. He became and remains one of the world’s best-known advocates of individual liberty, and a proponent of free markets. He is an internationally celebrated expert on government policies, laws and economics, and back home he is credited with having made significant contributions to over a hundred reforms, including vital clauses in the South African Constitution, such as the Property Rights and Administrative Justice clauses. He was one of four featured speakers at the historic 1987 Dakar Conference, where he led the debate on the Constitution.

			As South Africa stood on the brink of democracy in the early 1990s, Louw played a significant role in shaping the country’s future. He fought to ensure property rights were enshrined in the post-apartheid Constitution, not just as legal technicalities but as the cornerstone of real, enduring economic freedom. He is the author of hundreds of published articles and papers; he has been a speaker in more than 50 countries; and he has addressed the United Nations and United States Congressional committees, sharing platforms with many luminaries, including a dozen Nobel laureates. 

			His best-selling books, South Africa: The Solution (Amagi, 1986) and Let the People Govern (Amagi, 1989), both co-authored with his wife, Frances Kendall, laid out a radical yet practical vision for a decentralised democracy with entrenched checks and balances. The book sparked national debate. He also wrote Habits of Highly Effective Countries (Law Review Project, 2006), which we discuss in our final section, and a novel, The Deal Maker, set and published in India (Rupa, 2010).

			Many of the ideas he championed – once considered impossible – are now woven into the fabric of South African governance. His relentless pursuit of freedom has earned him international and widespread recognition. The range of people who have partly or wholly endorsed his ideas includes several notable business leaders and, perhaps most surprisingly, Winnie Madikizela-Mandela, who wrote a foreword to The Solution against the counsel of some members of the African National Congress.

			Through his policy work, Louw has interacted with countless distinguished people, including Peter Bauer, Bill Clinton, Milton Friedman, Ralph Harris, Friedrich Hayek, Keith Joseph, Winnie Madikizela-Mandela, Robert Mugabe, Ronald Reagan, Helen Suzman, Oliver Tambo, Margaret Thatcher, Desmond Tutu, Cyril Ramaphosa, Jacob Zuma and other heads of state, eminent politicians and officials, as well as Nobel laureates and distinguished authors. He was a lifelong close friend and confidant of the late Dr Sam Motsuenyane.

			Louw started the movement towards true freehold land titling for landless black South Africans more than 40 years ago. Titling has been a game-changer in the lives of hundreds of thousands of township dwellers. 

			His work with informal traders, which extended to amending the law and a Constitutional Court judgment against the Johannesburg City Council, was trailblazing. His conversion from Marxism to free market thinking came when he witnessed a poor black woman trader being violently abused and her wares destroyed by the police. His outrage became the basis for a lifelong interest in and work for informal traders. He remains a celebrated figure in this community.

			But perhaps his greatest achievement was his creation of the FMF in 1973, from which, with great sadness, he resigned after 50 years at the helm. There were many reasons for it, but the watershed came over how to manage and distribute the windfall of the Johann Rupert and Remgro millions donated for titling. As an impecunious non-governmental organisation, this was overwhelming and may have turned otherwise rational heads, but therein lies an interesting debate. 

			There were other reasons for the cleavage. One was the increasing political orientation of Louw’s colleagues in 2020 as they moved away from the organisation’s apolitical position, a position that had become a firm article of faith and was a hallowed tradition for almost the entire duration of the Foundation’s existence up till that point. Louw was absolutely adamant that this approach had contributed greatly to the efficacy of the policy advocacy of the organisation, and could see no reason to abandon the approach. However, this was the period when the presidency of Jacob Zuma had permitted, deliberately and through neglect, increasing levels of corruption. The “political” element in the FMF was keen to “take a stand” and wanted to be more openly critical of the ANC government at the time. 

			Louw, as will become apparent, was adamant that the FMF should not become a political entity aligned with, nor opposed to, a political party or movement. It wasn’t just a bad idea tactically; there was the history of the organisation to consider. The FMF had played a crucial role in the political settlement in 1994, and an even more crucial role in promoting some of the stipulations and ideas which form part of the Constitution.

			Rather typically, Louw has been easygoing about the FMF being comparatively unacknowledged in the constitutional negotiation process, preferring that the FMF not be seen as uppity or overly righteous by taking credit for some of the aspects of the Constitution where it did have an influence. Rather be effective than boastful.

			As it happens, a whole hotchpotch of ideas ultimately contained in the final Constitution was a consequence of a variety of different inputs and political agendas. It was a time of open thought and a free sharing of ideas. Until comparatively recently, many political parties – the ANC in particular – have wanted to take credit for the Constitution, which is widely seen around the world as progressive and innovative. And neither the FMF or Louw, or indeed the business lobby, claims exclusive credit for these ideas even now.

			But it’s worth setting history straight on this point too. With the passage of time, the efficacy of these ideas, as well as the orientation and contents of the Constitution as a whole, are worth re-examining. What worked and what didn’t? The more Louw and I talked, the more that issue came up. 

			We met online once a week over the course of almost a year to tell the story of the history and breakup of the organisation, and of Louw’s life. Our weekly discussions ultimately suggested the final structure and contents of the book. We wanted to tell the story of the breakup of the FMF, and we wanted to indulge in a bit of a biographic journey. We also wanted to record, discuss and dissect the role and battles the FMF took on in the post-transition period. Some of these initiatives are still extant, some incomplete, and some have never been undertaken. But in all cases, they are worth another look. In many respects, the work of Louw and the FMF is the missing chapter in South Africa’s transformation story. 

			Which brings us to the final section of the book: the future. The more we spoke about history, the more the future loomed large. And given that Louw’s first book, The Solution, had been such a pivotal and consequential contribution, we began toying with the idea of including a section of what South Africa could do next. The Solution sold more than 75,000 copies, which was momentous then and almost completely unheard of in the contemporary era of South African non-fiction. At the time of The Solution’s publication in 1986, people were crying out for a way forward in what seemed a political and economic cul-de-sac. 

			There is an obvious historical analogy to be made: South Africa once again stands at a political and economic impasse. 

			When we discussed this topic, we called it “Solution Two”, since some strands of thought remain unchanged, even over that length of time. But actually, the section in this book is really quite different from the original. The Solution was concerned primarily with putting forward some proposals for a political and constitutional state that could balance the nationalistic instincts of the large “black” political parties, which were banned then and still provide security for the enfranchised and richer white South Africans today. The core concept proposed in The Solution, in the broadest terms, was a kind of canton system, similar to the one in Switzerland, along with constitutional safeguards and economic freedom. It was a heady mix, which gained broad support across political boundaries. 

			What the politicians in the banned organisations liked about The Solution was that even though the political and economic suggestions might not have been entirely to their taste, it at least foretold a possible way out of the political impasse, which was driving the country deeper and deeper into the morass. What the politicians in the apartheid government liked about the book was that it suggested concrete ways they could dismount the tiger without being eaten. What business liked about the book was that it proposed solutions that would enhance free trade and wealth creation. That idea of expanding rather than contracting businesses was frantically necessary as South Africa defaulted on its international debt obligations and the economy ran out of steam in the early 1990s. 

			But the emotional appeal of the book was, I suspect, so much greater: At last someone was putting specific, concrete suggestions on the table to form the basis of a future, which at the time seemed very far off. Ultimately, the political process took its own direction. But based on the book and its ideas, Louw took part in the early ice-breaking meetings between South African political figures and the then still-banned ANC in Dakar (Senegal) and elsewhere. And these meetings had their own hope-building function, which ultimately – and dramatically – culminated in the unbanning of the “black” political parties, the constitutional negotiations, and South Africa’s reconstituted future. 

			It’s eye-opening to look closely at how many of the ideas proposed in The Solution made it all the way into the final Constitution beyond the normal prescripts of Western democracy, particularly those rooted in the idea of meaningful freedom and popular democracy, ideas that had cross-sectional appeal and were particularly important for the ANC. The party itself was going through massive changes during this period, with many of its key players wedded to a kind of Soviet approach to politics and development. Yet, international changes and the collapse of the Soviet Union gave ANC members, and others, pause. It was a time ripe for alternative ways of thinking. The final Constitution of the Republic of South Africa of 1996 is effectively a stew of ideas, some seemingly and some actually in contradiction. 

			There were, of course, many suggestions in The Solution that didn’t make it into the new era. The ANC’s philosophical guide was the Freedom Charter, which famously stipulates that the “mineral wealth beneath the soil, the Banks and monopoly industry shall be transferred to the ownership of the people as a whole.” Whether this meant to government or personal ownership is unclear. The Freedom Charter, written during a time when Soviet prescripts were at their zenith, is drawn from Marxist and socialist thought, popularised by Lenin and used by post-war social democrats. The idea was that key strategic sectors of the economy that are essential for directing economic development, such as mining, banking, heavy industry, energy and transport, should be under the control of the state.

			But the Freedom Charter didn’t specify nationalisation in strict terms, even though it strongly implied that a shift of ownership or control away from private monopolies and towards collective or public hands was necessary. The Charter, like the ANC, was torn by the need to get a political solution over the line, and therefore didn’t want to totally alienate the parties in power. This reticence about endorsing communist economics came to the assistance of the ANC later when it gradually reversed course and adopted more market-friendly policies in the post-election period. 

			But The Solution’s views about market-led reforms held up one end of the political spectrum, pulling the centre of political gravity towards this different set of ideas. The result was a middle course, something akin to Scandinavian social progressivism. Our section called “The Solution Continued” tries to take some of these concepts a bit further.

			South Africa, of course, does not now face the same intense political impasse as it did in the late 1980s. For one thing, huge strides have been made in human development, many of which are now taken for granted. But there is no question that a kind of stultification has set in, partly broken recently by the advent of the Government of National Unity; however, the jury is out. Although the stakes are different, we are once again at a moment that requires fertile debate. Some of the ideas Louw puts forward are very similar to those suggested almost a generation ago. Some are simply expanded because of the new environment. But some are novel ideas stimulated by the current moment, and personally, I trust they go much, much “too far”. 

			Hence, this book is presented in four sections. The first, “The Solution”, deals with Leon’s own philosophical development, and the arguments and ideas leading up to the creation of South Africa’s new Constitution, including the writing of The Solution and its aftermath. The second, “Democracy Arrives”, examines some of the programmes and campaigns in which Louw participated through the FMF during the first years of democracy. This is a long period for which we have picked a few events – some local and some foreign – that we thought were worth recording. Some are momentous, some are philosophical, and some are just plain fun. Then we turn to the tragic breakup of the Free Market Foundation.

			And finally, we come to “The Solution Continued” and its ideas for the future, intended to help once again in the process of dragging the obstreperous schoolkid that is South Africa towards a more prosperous tomorrow. 

			Each of these sections, we hope, can be read in isolation or in any order. If you consider the history to be boring (which would be poor judgement, by the way), please page ahead and focus on the future. If you think the future is variable and inchoate, by all means, track some of the important battles and campaigns of the modern era. And if “Who is Leon Louw, the man?” is not of interest, just pass this chapter along to someone who disagrees!

			One note on the breakup of the FMF: What appears here is Louw’s perspective on the separation, and the remaining members will presumably have their own view. Much of it is part of public record, and I’ve included the position of the new organisation where I thought appropriate. It helps that I reported on the events as a journalist as they took place. But I should make my position clear: I think what the organisation did to Louw was disgraceful, as a judge of the High Court ultimately found, and that is partly why I accepted the commission to write this book. 

			The breakup was personal and messy, but I hope its significance is not lost. Louw is adamant that the ideas encompassed by the libertarian movement should be attractive to all parties, because they are useful to the citizenry generally, and not just to sections of it. As Louw says, a policy institute’s job is to influence government policy, i.e. the government of the day. What most political institutes and organisations do is preach to the converted. Louw says, “It is like a preacher in church every Sunday soliciting more for the same collection plate they filled last week. It converts no one, wins no one over. But preaching to the ‘savages’ in the metaphorical jungle will often get you nothing into the collection plate. Missionaries of this type often get boiled and eaten… but they do also win converts.” 

			So, off to the jungle then.

			Tim Cohen

		

	
		
			Part One

			
The Solution: 

			The pre-democracy years and the making of the Constitution

			Part One covers the period until the first democratic election in South Africa in 1994, including the writing of South Africa: The Solution, its influence, and the under-recognised effect it had on the writing of the Constitution. Classical liberal ideas were just one set of prescripts fighting for recognition then, but it was a period of enormous change, and a desire for a new start. In that swirling assemblage, the notion of liberty gained cross-sectional appeal.

		

	
		
			1

			
Who is Leon Louw?

			“Libertarianism holds that the only proper role of violence is to defend a person and property against violence.” 

			– Murray Rothbard

			Leon Louw’s life changed fundamentally when he witnessed the killing of an inner-city Johannesburg street trader in the 1960s. Until then he would have described himself as a communist. The vendor was elderly Granny Moyo. She died when her head crashed against the far side of a police van. She had been arrested for selling fruit outside the Rissik Street building where Louw was an articled clerk for a law firm. “Her eyes widened in terror as she spotted something behind me. She leapt to her feet and ran for her life. Pedestrians continued undeterred. After glancing at whatever had terrified her I saw two police who sprinted past me. One kicked her basket, scattering her fruit and money across the pavement and into the street. He watched, hands on hips, as his colleague retrieved her. She cried in pain from the brute’s grip on her arm. They bundled her into the caged back of the ‘Black Maria’ police van. As she slid across the floor her head crashed against the steel back of the cabin,” Louw wrote in a later account.

			He abandoned his daily routine and went to police headquarters to fight for her liberty, not realising that she had died from a cracked skull. “That day I met and became lifelong friends with former unionist, Lawrence Mavundla, who was there trying to rescue another victim.”

			What Louw realised was that, far from being vermin to be exterminated at the behest of uncaring elites, vendors exist because millions of poor consumers, whose rights are also violated, need and support them. It was the start of an intellectual journey in support of freedom to trade and liberty in general. 

			When he confronted communist and socialist intellectuals about whether the trader was, as an entrepreneur, a “capitalist”, none appeared to have considered that profoundly human and compassionate question. Some babbled incoherently about “lumpenproletariat”, “capitalist detritus”, and “survivalism”. Bleeding-heart socialists favoured her right to trade, but could not explain why, should she prosper and grow into a “capitalist” retail chain, her liberty should vanish.

			Louw concluded that all “capitalist acts between consenting adults” should not only be lawful but defended rigorously. There was no rational cut-off. Freedom should range from street vendors to multinational conglomerates. Communism was clearly against the poor as consumers and suppliers, he concluded. That, he says, was his last meeting with “armchair communists and socialists ruminating self-righteously in air-conditioned offices”.

			Boyhood and youth

			Louw never knew his mother, Elma Bantjies, who died of kidney complications shortly after his birth on 18 March 1948 in Krugersdorp. For the first 10 years of his life, he lived in Potchefstroom, where he and his older brother Murray were raised by an aunt. Years later as adolescents living on their father’s smallholding, they assisted with the chickens and growing and picking fruit, which he sold occasionally from sidewalks, says Louw, in the days when a penny was real money and a tickey bought a phone call in a red tickey box. 

			His eldest sibling Joe lived with his father, Marais Louw, in the home of another aunt until Marais remarried when Louw was 12. Marais’s new wife was English-speaking Juliet Rosenthal, a poet and historian, and sister of the renowned historian and writer Eric Rosenthal. She brought Louw’s two stepsisters and a stepbrother into the new home. She also brought an enhanced appreciation of culture and literature, and introduced a warmth that had been missing in Louw’s early years. There was never much money, but the Louws enjoyed a simple family life.

			Louw grew up in a home and community that did not actively oppose apartheid, yet was liberal in ways that are hard to comprehend in retrospect. It was a conservative Afrikaans upbringing in which discipline and respect were instilled. His home had pure liberalism in that there was zero corporal punishment or coercion, and children were respected as adults. His nominally conservative parents held liberal views; they offered adult literacy sessions in townships, and taught the children ideas of individual equality and respect for all.

			Apartheid for them was about South Africa being “separate but equal” with free nation states as in Europe, with France for the French, Italy for Italians, Spain for Spaniards, etc. He was taught total and equal respect for all regardless of race, gender or creed. When he raised apartheid injustices, his father said: “Ons mense sal nooit sulke dinge doen nie” (Our people would never do such things), truly believing that apartheid embodied liberty and justice for all. With that influence, only a little change was required for Louw’s later libertarianism. 

			He went to local government schools in Johannesburg. His Roosevelt Park High academic record was characterised by such comments as “Leon has aptitude but could try harder” and “needs to apply himself”. He was caned so often by the principal, Ronald Rees, that when they met and dined years later, Rees quipped in his high-pitched Oxford accent, “Louw, it’s nice to see your face. At school I saw mostly your bottom.” 

			Since his dyslexia was not recognised at the time, he was presumed unintelligent. His results were poor, and his attention missing. One of the teachers made him sit in the “dunce’s corner” at the back of the class. Obedience to school rules, or any rules, was not Louw’s way from an early age. The curriculum bored him. His mind was elsewhere, pondering practical and abstract ideas. 

			With remarkable foresight, Marais ensured the boys learned elocution to help them hold their own with those educated at private schools. He was a man ahead of his time, with an enquiring mind and intellectual curiosity, encouraging his children to think for themselves and question established norms. From Marais, Leon inherited his passion for exploring. They both loved to travel off the beaten track across South Africa for the joy of seeing what was around the next corner; many long road-trip holidays are among his fondest memories. Louw remembers his father with great love and affection.

			Although the Louw men were Afrikaans, English was spoken at home as it was Juliet’s first language. But Afrikaans is a language that Louw still loves deeply for its descriptive and humorous ability to express human ways and emotions. When the 100th anniversary of Afrikaans as an official language was celebrated in 2025, he wrote an article and gave media interviews appreciating the diversity and fun of the language, and – importantly – drawing attention to the fact that so many words are becoming lost. 

			From Sunday school to radical communism

			In his late teens, Leon taught at the local Sunday school, bringing the ideas of the Old and New Testaments to life for youngsters in the community. He battled with tough questions, which he raised, to the confusion of others, in Bible study groups. His thinking changed at university when he came under the influence of Marxist communism, which he fully embraced, briefly leaving behind the religious beliefs of the right in favour of atheism as an integral part of communism.

			This lasted until he started questioning the contradictions of communism, especially its attitude towards the poor, and discovered classical liberalism. 

			In his Christian years, logic impelled him to conclude that godly omniscience in major religions necessarily implied determinism. Without it, an omnipotent deity could not know the future if mortal “free will” could change it.

			Then, as a communist in the anti-apartheid movement, Louw encountered communism’s deterministic atheism – essentially the belief that the universe is entirely material and governed by scientific economic laws. Communist determinism explained history as the consequence of dialectical materialism, the notion that material reality is always in motion, and develops through contradictions. Louw’s argument with communist intellectuals, along with many other academics and intellectuals, was why anything had to be done when the process and result were predestined. 
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A LEGACY OF SOLUTIONS

“Leon’s insights serve
as a reminder that
sometimes, the most
effective solutions are the
ones that seem almost
too simple to be true.”
— BUSISIWE MAVUSO





