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These letters to Nelson Mandela have been co-authored by Dave Steward, who has worked closely with me for almost 30 years.

We would like to dedicate them to the memory of Nelson Mandela and to the 1996 Constitution that was the culmination of our labors and that represents the best hope for the future peace, prosperity and freedom of all South Africans.






Dear Madiba,

It is the centenary of your birth. You passed away five years ago. Twenty-four years have elapsed since the sunny winter day in Pretoria on which you were inaugurated as the first president of all the people of South Africa.

I was the end of my own presidency. It was also one of the happiest days of my life. I believed that I was handing over power not to you or the ANC, but to a new non-racial constitutional system. I was confident it would protect the rights and advance the interests of all South Africans.

I felt it might be an appropriate time to share with you some perspectives about the historic process in which we were both involved. Have we achieved the lofty goals that we set ourselves in our new constitution? Has it helped create a society based on human dignity, the achievement of equality, the advancement of human rights and freedoms?

What did you and I learn about peacemaking and the promotion of harmony in multicultural societies? What thoughts can we share on the nature of leadership and governance? And what about the challenges that future generations will have to face in a world in which change is accelerating, fundamental and unpredictable?

Some may find it strange or artificial that I should write letters to someone who is no longer alive. I disagree. I am writing to your spirit and legacy. They continue to live and to inspire millions of people throughout the world. I think that others should do the same. Imagine a series of letters from President Macron to the spirit of Napoleon, or of Barack Obama to Thomas Jefferson, or of Angela Merkel to Frederick the Great! Correspondence between the present and the past may well help us to illuminate the road to the future.

I write these letters to you with the greatest respect for the contribution that you made, not only to the resolution of South Africa’s seemingly insurmountable problems, but also for the example you set to the whole world of courage in adversity, humanity and reconciliation.

 

Sincerely,

FW de Klerk
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WHERE WE CAME FROM


Dear Madiba,

You and I came from very different worlds.

You grew up in the green hills surrounding Qunu in the Eastern Cape, herding cattle and playing the traditional stick-fighting games of Xhosa boys. As a child, the acting regent of the Tembu people, Jongintaba Dalindyebo, became your guardian and you moved to his palace, the Mqhekezweni Great Place. Later, you were sent to study at Clarkebury College, Healdtown and finally at Fort Hare University. You came to know the white man and the culture of the English. At the same time, you became aware of the history of your own Xhosa people. You learned of the nine bitter frontier wars and of the final subjugation of your people by the British Empire 40 years before your birth.

You learned about the great Xhosa leaders, like Ngcika, Hintsa, Maqoma and Makana. You would have been angered by the tale of how Hintsa, the Paramount Chief, had been shot down by the British after he had tried to escape, of how they had stripped him of his bronze ornaments and cut off his ears as trophies. You would have read about how the British Governor, Sir Harry Smith, had forced the veteran Xhosa warrior Maqoma to prostrate himself before him and of how he had then put his boot on Maqoma’s neck, declaring “This is to teach you that I … am chief and master here, and this is the way I shall treat the enemies of the Queen of England.”

Such was the desperation of the Xhosa people that in 1856 they latched on to a prophecy made by Nongqawuse, a 15-year-old girl. She had claimed that if they killed all their cattle and destroyed all their crops, there would be a general resurrection of all the Xhosa dead and that the British would be driven into the sea. The Xhosa chief Sarili believed her and the cattle killing and crop destruction commenced. When the prophecy was not fulfilled, it was claimed that some Xhosa had not killed all their cattle or destroyed all their crops. A second round of cattle killing and crop destruction took place. The Xhosa people believed that the sun would turn red, that their ancestors would return to life, that herds of lowing cattle would emerge from the ground, and that the British would be driven from the country. Instead, after they had killed some 400 000 cattle, tens of thousands of Xhosas died of starvation.

Having completed your education, you then ran away to Johannesburg to avoid an arranged marriage. You learnt the ways of the big city and smoldered with indignation at the mistreatment of black South Africans. You became one of the radical leaders of the ANC’s youth league and dedicated yourself to the liberation of black South Africans.

For my part, I was born in Johannesburg when you were 18 years old. I had a happy and sheltered childhood on my parents’ smallholding in Krugersdorp.

My first memories were of sitting on my father’s shoulders at the laying of the cornerstone of the Voortrekker Monument.1 From an early age I was immersed in the history of my people. My heroes were men like Piet Retief who had been killed by the Zulu king Dingaan while negotiating a peace treaty and Andries Pretorius who defeated the Zulus at the Battle of Blood River. I looked up to Paul Kruger, who had led the Transvaal Republic in its epic struggle against the British and to the brilliant Boer guerilla leader Christiaan de Wet.

I grew up with bitter stories about the Anglo-Boer War that had ended with the subjugation of our two republics, the Transvaal and the Orange Free State. Many of the older people still spoke about the war. Some were survivors of the concentration camps in which 28 000 Boer women and children had died. I cherished my young language, Afrikaans, which the British had tried to suppress. I was a devout member of the Gereformeerde Kerk, the smallest of the three Afrikaans Calvinist churches.

I came from an intensely political family. My uncle, JG Strijdom, was Prime Minister from 1954 until his death in 1958. My father was a leading member of the National Party and later became a senior cabinet minister and President of the Senate.

During my childhood, our principal opponents were the “Sappe”, the English and Afrikaans-speaking members of the opposition United Party, who wanted closer ties with Britain. Our family were staunch supporters of the National Party and were committed to the re-establishment of an Afrikaner republic.

I studied law at Potchefstroom University. While I was a member of the Student Representative Council we invited Albert Luthuli, the President of the ANC, to address us. The university authorities refused to allow us to meet on university property so the meeting had to be held elsewhere. We listened to the venerable ANC leader expressing his views on the need for a non-racial democratic South Africa. At that time though, such a vision was so far from our attitudes and aspirations that we simply dismissed it.

After leaving university, I went into law and eventually established a thriving practice in the industrial town of Vereeniging. In 1972, I was offered a professorship of law at my old university. I turned it down when the parliamentary seat for Vereeniging suddenly became vacant. I went into politics and five years later was appointed to the cabinet of Prime Minister John Vorster.

Madiba, for all those years, you and I lived in the same country but in different universes.

However, we had three important things in common.

We both came from prominent political families.

We both became lawyers.

We were both nationalists. You started off as a Xhosa nationalist and then became an African nationalist. I started off as an Afrikaner nationalist and became a supporter of the Anglo-Afrikaner nation.

The struggle between your form of nationalism and mine would dominate South African politics for most of our lives.

But then, toward the end of the 1980s, our world views slowly began to converge.

We both recognized that South Africa’s problems could only be solved by negotiations and that escalating conflict would simply leave the country and the economy in ruins.

We both began to see past the racial stereotypes that had divided our peoples for so many generations.

We both realized that our problems would be solved only by establishing a new system in which all our people and communities would enjoy equal rights and be treated with justice and respect.

We both began to think in terms of a new South Africa that would encompass all our peoples and that would promote and protect the rights of all our citizens and communities.

This new shared vision was crystallized in the new constitution adopted in 1996 by representatives of all South Africans.

It was the crowning achievement of both your career and mine.

 

Yours sincerely,

FW de Klerk








  


  

    1. Located South of Pretoria, it commemorates the movement of the thousands of Afrikaner Voortrekkers (or “pioneers”) who left the Cape Colony in the 19th century to head for the interior of the country.


  


  




THE STAGE ON WHICH WE PLAYED OUR ROLES


Dear Madiba,

We seldom stop to think how radically the world has been reshaped since the beginning of the 20th century. The material conditions in which we live have changed beyond all recognition of course. And, perhaps more significantly, so have many of our core values and social attitudes.

At the beginning of the 20th century, Europeans still believed that they had an almost divinely-ordained right to rule distant peoples in Africa, Asia and the Americas. They thought they had a special calling to bring civilization and Christianity to what they dismissively regarded as “lesser peoples”. This was despite the fact that some of these peoples had glittering civilizations that far outshone anything in Europe before the 18th century. It was the era of Pax Britannica, the ‘British Peace’1 that prevailed in the century leading up to the Great War. From Nigeria to Malaya, district commissioners dressed for dinner in remote hilltop stations and dispensed justice to the local populations.

Noble motives put forward in public very often masked shameful exploitation. The native peoples of the Americas and the aboriginal population of Tasmania were decimated. The slave trade prospered. The Opium Wars destabilized Chinese society. The Congo was subject to the awful depredations of the Belgian King Leopold II.

Racial, gender and class discrimination were regarded as natural and acceptable facets of relationships between human beings. It was the era of “Jim Crow’ in the United States. African Americans were subjected to rigid racial segregation in every aspect of their lives. Women had not yet been given the vote and experienced extreme discrimination in virtually every aspect of their personal and professional lives. Oscar Wilde was imprisoned in Reading Jail.2 European nations were still riddled with class distinctions which manifested in the rigid stratification of society. Strangely enough, we now enjoy revisiting this in TV series such as Downton Abbey.

Of course, imperialism was not solely about exploitation and repression. European powers did bring law, education and modern medicine to the territories that they ruled. In India the British united the warring states and left the subcontinent with railways, an uncorrupt administration, a sound legal system – and cricket.

However, we should be under no illusions. European imperialism was catastrophic for most of the indigenous peoples of the Americas, Africa and Asia.

The Aztec and Inca civilizations were destroyed. Twenty-five million people died as a result of the arrival of the conquistadors – most of them as a result of imported diseases.

North American Indians were driven from their traditional lands by wave after wave of advancing white settlers.

The Chinese and Indian economies that had produced almost 45% of the world’s wealth before the 19th century were reduced to the status of economic vassals of Europe.

Most of the peoples of Africa experienced 80 years of foreign exploitation and domination after the Europeans divided the continent in Berlin in 1885.

In South Africa, the independence of the Xhosas, Zulus and other indigenous peoples was crushed in bitter wars. For more than 80 years the black, colored3 and Indian populations experienced the subjugation, dispossession, injustice and humiliation of colonialism and apartheid.

After World War II attitudes toward imperialism and race began to change quite radically for a number of reasons.

There was universal revulsion at the racial ideology of the Nazis and Japanese that had led to some of the worst atrocities in human history.

European powers were exhausted and wanted to concentrate their limited resources on rebuilding their economies, rather than on retaining distant, troublesome and unprofitable colonies.

And the United States, the emergent superpower, had made it clear in the Atlantic Charter issued during World War II that it wanted Europe to dismantle its colonial empires.

The value systems that Western societies had long professed to believe in also began to catch up with them.

John Locke had stated that all people were “equal and independent”. Josiah Wedgwood’s medallions popularized the anti-slavery slogan “Am I not a man and a brother?”. British attitudes started to shift. Doubts appeared regarding the morality of subjugating non-white “men and brothers” in Britain’s vast empire.

In 1776, the founders of the United States of America declared that they held “these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” It was bitterly ironic that Thomas Jefferson and many of the signatories of the Declaration of Independence were themselves slave-owners.

The central themes of the Declaration of Independence were subsequently adopted by the French revolutionaries in their call for “Liberté, Egalité et Fraternité” (Liberty, Equality, Fraternity).

It is true that slavery continued to exist in the United States and the British and French Empires expanded during the 19th century. But these resounding affirmations of equality had been spliced into the DNA of Western civilization.

Following the Second World War they began to emerge as a new norm in international relations and in domestic politics. A consensus formed around the recognition of the inherent equality of people and the rejection of unfair discrimination on the grounds of race, religion, class or gender.

This new ethos found expression in 1948 with the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It proclaimed that “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights” and that everyone was entitled to “all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, color, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.” Furthermore, these rights would be enjoyed without any distinction “on the basis of the political, jurisdictional or international status of the country or territory to which a person belongs, whether it be independent, trust, non-self-governing or under any other limitation of sovereignty.”

This document was one of the most important advances in human history. Although of course, many of the states that signed it had no intention of honoring the rights that it proclaimed.

These developments had far-reaching implications for South Africa and for the stage on which you and I, Madiba, would be destined to play out our careers.

The spirit of the post-World War II era began to animate young leaders throughout Asia and Africa. It helped to fan your own sense of injustice and ignited your determination to struggle for the liberation of your people.

My own people also had to start confronting some uncomfortable new realities. As the tide of imperialism ebbed from Africa during the 1960s, South Africa was left stranded and floundering in the continent’s last bastion of white rule.

South Africa had come into existence only 35 years before the end of World War II. Like so many other imperial creations in Africa, its artificial borders encompassed widely different peoples with divergent interests. One of those peoples – who had already been in the sub-continent for 250 years – happened to be white. It held the unshakable belief that it had a fundamental right to rule itself. However, after the establishment of the Union of South Africa in 1910, it was placed in a position of absolute domination over all the other peoples who had been included within the borders of the Union.

For the following 40 years, South Africa developed more or less along the lines of the other Commonwealth dominions. Until the mid-50s, in a continent that was still dominated by European powers, white minority government in South Africa seemed unexceptional. Racial discrimination, shockingly, was still the rule. In that context, who was going to pass judgement on South Africa’s segregation policies?

However, following World War II, apartheid was increasingly seen as an affront to the new international norms of racial equality and non-discrimination.

Newly independent African and Asian countries saw South Africa as a painful reminder of their subjugation by European powers. Western countries, anxious to distance themselves from their own imperialist and racist pasts, added their voices to the growing chorus of condemnation.

South Africa presented an irresistible target as it combined the crass segregation of apartheid, the denial of rights to the black majority, and what was perceived as the dour Calvinism of its leadership. It became the pre-eminent international boogeyman. It was an image that impelled a generation of young people in the West to join anti-apartheid movements – although by any objective measure there were many countries with far worse human rights and social development records than South Africa.
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LETTERS TO NELSON MANDELA

Five years after the death of Nelson Mandela, and 25 years after
sharing the Nobel Peace Prize with him, Frederik de Klerk reflects
onhis political legacy in a revealing series of letters to his old friend
and political rival. In them, he recalls their formidable struggles to
turn South Africa into a democratic, tolerant, and inclusive “Rain-
bow Nation.” On February 2, 1990, FW de Klerk made an histor-
ic speech in which he announced his intention to bring to an end
his country’s system of racial oppression and to free all political
prisoners. The best-known beneficiary of this measure was Nelson
Mandela, who had spent 27 years in jail.

At the outset, Frederik de Klerk and Nelson Mandela had little in
common. But they found a way of working together in the name
of hope and reconciliation. What challenges did they have to over-
come, what were the values and ideals that drove them — often in
the face of opposition from within their own ranks — to keep ne-
gotiating and remain on course for a peaceful transition toward
meaningful democracy?

These 14 letters, published here for the first time, offer an eye-wit-
ness account of some of the most momentous events of the 20th
century. They also sound an optimistic note, enjoining the young-
er generations to commit to social and political change and in the
process find meaning in their actions and in the world.

Frederik de Klerk was born in 1936 into a prominent Afrikaner family.
He trained as a lawyer and soon became active in the National Party, the
Afrikaner movement in power under apartheid. After holding a number of
ministerial positions in government, he was elected president in 1989 on a
reformist program. His term was marked by the end of apartheid, the adoption
of a new constitution, and the first free elections in 1994 which swept Nelson
Mandela to power.
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