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In celebration of the one hundredth anniversary of President Nelson Mandela of South Africa, who showed the world that having the courage to speak the language of Ubuntu can save a nation from the flames of a race war, and who, in his biography, Long Walk to Freedom, described my hometown of Alexandra, where he once lived in a small dilapidated house, as “having a special place in his heart for making him aware of the bitter fruits of racial injustice,” I dedicate this book to the following: First, to my three children, Bianca, Nathan, and Stanley. Their ability to naturally and proudly speak Ubuntu, the language of our common humanity, as part of the millennial generation that elected Barack Obama as America’s first black president, taught me a lot about the urgent need for racial healing in the United States. Second, to all those Americans and South Africans, black and white, who over the years helped me identify the obstacles to speaking the language of Ubuntu as well as the ten principles for overcoming them. It is these individuals, chief among them my mother, whose deeds convinced me that the language of Ubuntu is ultimately the key to human survival in this besieged hut we call Planet Earth. A special dedication to the late Miss Tanye Washington, principal of Parkdale High School in Maryland, for providing exemplary and empathetic leadership, which inspires marginalized students from over 160 countries to learn to speak the language of Ubuntu as part of America’s future leaders and global citizens.


Preface

Learning the Language and Lessons of Ubuntu

Since Trump’s stunning victory in 2016, polls have consistently revealed the astonishing fact that most Americans believe that their president is a racist. The results of a GenForward poll conducted almost a year into Trump’s presidency, when one would have expected an improvement in this dismaying perception, also found that 63 percent of millennials, the country’s future, believe he is a racist. How did we get to such a low point as a nation, especially after President Obama’s visionary and empathetic leadership? Most importantly, how do we extricate ourselves, repair the enormous damage Trump’s divisive campaign, and presidency, have done to race relations and begin to heal? This book addresses these salient questions, on which America’s future as a nation united, with justice and prosperity for all, hinges. A signal symptom of this divide, and its dangers, occurred on August 13, 2015 in Charlottesville, Virginia, when a torchlight parade by members of neo-Nazi and KKK groups, in an eerie scene reminiscent of the early days of Nazi Germany, chanted, “Blood and soil,” “Jews will not replace us,” and “These streets are ours.” “Jews will not replace us,” and “These streets are ours.” The following day, a white supremacist rammed a Dodge Challenger into a crowd protesting the white nationalists’ rally, killing Heather Heyer, an activist described by friends as a sweet soul who often stood up against injustice. After Trump’s stunning victory, white supremacist groups held a celebratory meeting to outline their agenda in the very shadow of the White House, where Nazi-like salutes were flaunted. White supremacists see in Trump a president who tacitly supports their cause, especially when he blamed both sides for the Charlottesville riot, vilified Hispanics as murderers and rapists, and demonized Muslims and Islam for crimes of a few. They also see White House Chief of Staff John Kelly as advocating white supremacy when he said that compromise could have averted the Civil war—in other words, the North should have allowed the South, which threatened to break up the union by declaring war in order to perpetuate slavery, to make some improvements of that evil institution by, perhaps, giving slaves time off on weekends or more rations, for good behavior.

Trump is President, that’s a fact—and barring his impeachment and removal—he will remain in office till 2020. It’s also a fact that race relations are in tatters. The question then—and in many ways it’s an existential one for America—is how can a nation with a history of slavery, segregation, and Jim Crow, a nation which has become so divided and balkanized that blacks and whites might as well be inhabitants of different planets instead of fellow citizens, heal under a president who is adored by white supremacists and reviled by millions of Americans for waging one of the most blatantly racist campaigns ever? The answer to this momentous question is the central thesis of my book. The task for racial healing couldn’t be more daunting—and urgent. Following charges that Trump’s electoral success had been fueled by unadulterated racism, xenophobia, Islamophobia, anti-Semitism, homophobia, and misogyny, and by Trump’s appeals to the fears and insecurities of voters, thousands of protesters took to the streets in cities across America. Some burned Trump’s image in effigy. Others compared him to Hitler, while many called his election a fraud (Trump handily defeated Hillary Clinton in the Electoral College but lost the popular vote by three million) and denounced him with slogans such as “He’s not my president” and “Love trumps hate.” Additionally, several Trump supporters were beaten by protesters.

Among Trump’s supporters, former Ku Klux Klan grand wizard David Duke rejoiced. “This is the greatest night of my life,” Duke crowed, despite having just lost a bid to become one of Louisiana’s representatives in the US Senate. “Make no mistake, our people have played a huge role in electing Trump.”

I couldn’t help wondering what Duke meant by “our people.”

Did these people include those who, after Trump’s election, ignited the violence in Charlottesville which led to Heather Heyer’s death; launched a wave of terror that desecrated Jewish cemeteries; made bomb threats against synagogues, Jewish schools, day care centers, and other Jewish institutions; threatened Hispanics; attacked Muslims, Indians, and Sikhs; and carried out a rash of antiblack racist acts in cities and communities across America? At a high school in Minnesota the following messages were scrawled on bathroom walls, mirrors, and doors: “Go back to Africa,” “Whites Only,” and “Black lives don’t matter.” In Wellsville, New York, a giant swastika on a park wall read “Make America White Again.” In the Seattle suburb of Kent, Washington, Deep Rai, a Sikh, was working on his car in his driveway when a man approached him and told him to “go back to your own country.” At several Texas universities flyers were distributed anonymously that equated the promotion of diversity and multiculturalism with “white genocide” and hailed Trump as the savior of the white race. At Gwinnett County High School in Georgia, several buildings and sidewalks along with the school’s stadium were defaced with graffiti filled with racist language, swastikas, and mentions of the KKK and Donald Trump.

To me, the most disturbing reaction to Trump’s victory was when a group of middle school students in Michigan were caught on tape chanting “build that wall” in the class cafeteria in the presence of their Hispanic classmates. The image was disturbing because it showed me how the next generation of haters is being made, the way it was done in apartheid South Africa, and in Nazi Germany, by dehumanizing those who were different and desensitizing the young to their pain and suffering. During his victory speech Trump tried to allay the real fears millions of Americans have that his presidency will transform the United States into some sort of Fourth Reich, as was done so insidiously in Germany, which Hitler promised to make great again after he came to power. “It is time for us to come together as one united people,” Trump said. This is easier said than done as shown by the fact that Trump has yet to acknowledge the harm his campaign has done to race relations in America, and his abysmal failure as president to provide leadership in the quest for racial healing. The only way Trump’s supporters and his detractors can bridge the gulf of fear, mistrust, and hatred that is tearing America apart and has breathed new life into the deadly forces of white supremacy is to stop stereotyping, labeling, and demonizing each other and to begin acknowledging, affirming, and respecting each other’s humanity, even when we fiercely disagree politically.

President Lincoln warned that a house divided against itself cannot stand. Lincoln said this in 1858, before the bitter and bloody civil war fought to abolish an institution that persecuted and dehumanized an entire people because of the color of their skin. What united blacks and whites in the battle against slavery—as existential a threat to America back then as racism is today—was a language inherent in the country’s egalitarian creed. This language is embodied in the Declaration of Independence, and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. successfully used this language as well during the civil rights struggle to defeat Jim Crow.

That language, which Americans who care about the nation’s future must speak with unflinching courage in the battle against the forces of hatred unleashed by the political civil war raging today, says that we are all created equal and that we are all endowed by the Creator with the inalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. This is the language of Ubuntu, and there is a lot it can teach us if we understand and embrace the values that shaped it.

To be fair, Trump didn’t create the gulf that has sundered the American family. He simply exposed it in all its terrifying and appalling hideousness. It was already there, lurking as part of the nation’s dark underbelly, when I first arrived in America in 1978. By exposing this gulf, Trump has made it impossible for us to deny any longer the obvious, namely that all of us—without exception—have been infected by the poison of hate, and that together we must find an antidote before it’s too late. It serves no good to claim that one side has a monopoly on hate and the other is immune from it, or to argue over esoteric definitions of racism while America burns and all hands are needed to put out the fire that threatens to engulf us all.

No one is beyond blame.

I vividly recall how many Americans before September 11 demonized George W. Bush. Many denounced him as a racist and an illegitimate president who “stole” the 2000 election from Al Gore. After the 9/11 terrorist attacks united Americans against an external foe, Bush was viewed as a leader who comforted a grieving nation as it searched for healing and answers to explain such inhumanity. Lately, Bush has also been praised for denouncing white supremacy. I also remember being aghast during the 2008 presidential election when many Americans, among them Donald Trump, were adamant that Barack Obama was born in Kenya despite the authenticity of his Hawaiian birth certificate, and that his Muslim name was incontrovertible proof that he was some sort of Manchurian candidate whose nefarious mission was to transform America the Beautiful into an Islamic theocracy governed by Sharia law. There were even some during the 2012 midterm elections who waved placards depicting Obama as a witch doctor while denouncing the Affordable Care Act, which they insisted on calling Obamacare, and predicted that his reelection would lead to the systematic extermination of the white race under the guise of multiculturalism. This was alleged despite the fact that the president’s mother, Ann Durham, was white and born in America’s heartland and that Barack Obama himself had been raised by his white grandparents.

Of course, none of these dire predictions came true. But what did happen was that Americans, because of the inability to speak the unifying language of our common humanity, squandered the opportunity to use Obama’s presidency, with its powerful symbolism—he was the son of a black father and a white mother, after all—to finally bring about racial healing. To the contrary, during Obama’s tenure the country became even more divided. Hatred was considered by many as American as apple pie and was gorged on with gusto. The president and his family were routinely compared to apes and even called the N-word. Therefore, the foundation was erected for the tumultuous 2016 presidential election and its petrifying aftermath.

Now the hydra of hatred has been set free. Not only is it running amok across America, it has also spawned mass murderers like Dylann Roof, who was inspired by his admiration of white supremacy during the apartheid era in South Africa to try to ignite a race war by murdering nine black parishioners gathered for Bible study at the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in downtown Charleston, South Carolina, on the evening of June 17, 2015. The only thing that can slay this hydra is for Americans to finally learn to speak the language that prevented such a race war in South Africa—the language of Ubuntu.

South Africans of all races and political beliefs were challenged to speak this unifying language, the indispensable key to racial healing, by the courageous and inspiring leadership of 1984 Nobel Peace Prize winner, Bishop Desmond Tutu. During negotiations to abolish apartheid and implement black majority rule, Tutu implored South Africans of all races and political beliefs to feel and understand one another’s pain, to learn about the wrenching past but to eschew living in it, to overcome stereotypes, half-truths, and mistaken beliefs about one another, and above all, to give one another the benefit of the doubt rather than to assume the worst.

Tutu challenged South Africans to recognize and affirm one another’s common humanity—the key premise and lesson of Ubuntu—even when they vehemently disagreed with each other. This is something that Dr. King also did during the civil rights struggle when he described segregationists as “brothers and sisters” during a sermon called “Loving Your Enemies” at the Dexter Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama. This courageous approach—it is much easier to urge the oppressed to hate their enemies and seek revenge instead of healing—is why Dr. King ultimately succeeded in uniting blacks and whites in the struggle to save America’s soul and future by abolishing Jim Crow, apartheid’s twin brother.

The example of these extraordinary leaders—Bishop Tutu, Dr. King, Nelson Mandela, and many others—inspired this book and helped me identify the obstacles to racial healing and the principles needed to overcome them.

It is my hope and prayer that President Trump, impossible as it may now seem given his divisive words and actions concerning race, will embrace and champion the inclusive and humanizing principles of Ubuntu in the same way that Mandela embraced and championed them. It was nothing short of miraculous that Mandela did so—he had every reason to be filled with bitterness and hate toward white people given what he, his family, and fellow blacks had suffered under white supremacy. Indeed, Mandela was urged by many blacks not to talk to or negotiate with his former Afrikaner jailers and persecutors and to demonize and denounce all whites as unrepentant racists who had to be conquered during a race war. After all, Mandela was told, hadn’t whites created apartheid, an evil system that wreaked untold suffering and pain on blacks? Hadn’t the whites robbed him of the prime of his life by imprisoning him for twenty-seven years on Robben Island, the Bastille of South Africa, for fighting for the rights and freedoms Americans cannot imagine life without?

Mandela steadfastly resisted such calls. He was not naive. He clearly knew that in order to save South Africa he had to be a leader for all South Africans, not just for black people, and that all sides had to compromise, something as rare as a hen’s teeth among politicians in Washington.. Mandela also knew that compromise was possible only if all factions embraced Ubuntu. He therefore invoked Ubuntu’s tenets frequently, especially during moments of national crisis, even when he was vilified by militant blacks and mistrusted by whites.

One such moment came in 1993, when South Africa was plunged into chaos and internecine bloodshed following the assassination of Chris Hani, a leader who was immensely popular with militant blacks, by a white supremacist Polish immigrant. In courageously speaking the language of Ubuntu during a TV address to the nation, Mandela succeeded in preventing a race war and paving the way for the birth of what Bishop Tutu called “the Rainbow Nation.” As president, Mandela used the same language to spur different political factions to endorse the establishment of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), whose goal was to hold hearings on crimes committed by all sides during the apartheid era, with the hope of bringing about racial healing and reconciliation. Versions of the TRC, despite its imperfections, have been enacted by countries around the world, including Chile, Rwanda, and Canada.

In 1995 President Bill Clinton, inspired by South Africa’s TRC, signed Executive Order 13050 launching the One America Initiative, whose mission was to “help educate Americans about the facts surrounding issues of race, to promote a dialogue in every community of the land to confront and work through these issues, to recruit and encourage leadership at all levels to help breach racial divides, and to find, develop and recommend how to implement concrete solutions to our problems—solutions that will involve all of us in government, business, communities, and as individual citizens.” The laudable goals of the One America Initiative remain, however, elusive.

One way President Trump can begin to repair the damage done by his divisive campaign and the early days of his presidency is to build on the foundation established by the One America Initiative. This is truly the best way to make America great again. Trump’s leadership on race is urgently needed at this time because white supremacists have hailed his presidency as the opening salvo in their battle to make America white again. The best antidote against white supremacy and its anti-American agenda would be for President Trump to study the South African experience and learn the lessons of Ubuntu and Mandela’s leadership in times of national crisis. His doing this would not only allay the fears millions of Americans have that his administration is hostile to their interests—it would also enable him to become the leader America desperately needs to free all of us from the prison of racial hatred so that we can finally begin to heal.

There are those who believe that to expect this of Trump is akin to believing in the Tooth Fairy. There are times when I share this pessimism but, for the sake of America’s future, one must never entirely lose hope. After all, St. Paul, one of Christianity’s greatest apostles, was once Saul of Tarsus, a ruthless persecutor of the early Christians. Miracles do happen.

If President Trump appeals to our better angels instead of speaking to the lowest in us, he can remind all of us that, despite the trauma of the most divisive and hate-filled presidential election in modern history and despite our differences of race, color, religion, creed, sexual orientation, and political beliefs, we are all—black, white, Jew, Latino, Muslim, gay, and straight—members of one indivisible United States of America. President Trump’s millions of supporters cannot be wished away or banished to a remote planet in outer space. They too are Americans. Therefore, the only way for the country to unite and heal is for all of us—President Trump, his supporters, and their opponents—to remember that, despite our differences of race, color, religion, politics, and sexual orientation, we are all Americans and share a common humanity. He and we need to remember most importantly that we all share Ubuntu, a common humanity, and that we are all members of the only race that ultimately matters in the annals of history—the human race.




Ubuntu: a Zulu word for our common humanity

The language of Ubuntu: the language of our common humanity, which involves learning and practicing the ten principles of Ubuntu in speech, acts, and deeds in all aspects of our daily lives.

“There is a word in South Africa: Ubuntu, a word that captures Mandela’s greatest gift—his recognition that we are all bound together in ways that are invisible to the eye, that there is a oneness to humanity that we achieve ourselves by sharing ourselves with others and caring for those around us. . . . He not only embodied Ubuntu, he taught millions to find that truth within themselves.”

—President Barack Obama
at Nelson Mandela’s funeral, 2013


Introduction

Why We Are All Africans


No Man is an Island, entire of itself.

—John Donne



In his memoir, No Future Without Forgiveness, and in lectures and interviews, Archbishop Desmond Tutu called race a “biological irrelevance.” He did not say it with tongue in cheek. Philosophers, social scientists, and cultural anthropologists—among them Aristotle, Charles Darwin, and Margaret Mead—have provided ample proof that race is a political and social construct rather than a biological imperative or God’s will.

In South Africa, the apostles of the religion of white supremacy were defeated in 1994 when black and white South Africans, longtime bitter and implacable enemies, averted a race war by having the courage to use Ubuntu to peacefully abolish apartheid, establish a multiracial democracy, and foster racial healing. And over the years, Tutu, a fearless and indefatigable apostle of Ubuntu, has unflinchingly used its language to challenge people around the world, especially in areas ravaged by wars, to embrace and exemplify its ten principles—empathy, compromise, learning, nonviolence, change, forgiveness, restorative justice, love, spirituality, and hope—as the pathway to racial healing, lasting peace, and a better world.

I was reminded of Bishop Tutu’s statement about race during the acrimonious debate that raged on TV and across the Internet as critics pilloried Oscar-winner Meryl Streep for comments she made at the 2016 Berlin Film Festival. In a long and heartfelt answer to a question by an Egyptian journalist, Streep, who was serving as the festival’s jury president, at one point said, “We are all Africans.” So toxic has the racial climate become that her critics didn’t even bother to pay attention to the context of her remark. It was enough that Streep, a white woman, dared call herself an African. One critic even tweeted that Streep’s memorable role as Isak Dinesen in the Oscar-winning movie Out of Africa should have been played by a black actress because the story took place in Africa. The tweet could be dismissed as inane and absurd. I didn’t dismiss it.

I’ve met all too many Americans who believe that Africa is a single country inhabited only by black people. I remember being asked such questions as: “My relative is a missionary in Africa—do you know him?” “I donate to a charity to help starving children in Ethiopia—will it help your family?” and “The Gods Must Be Crazy is my favorite movie. Can you talk like a Bushman?” Each time I was asked such questions I had to explain that Africa is not a country but the world’s second largest and most populous continent, whose 1.1 billion people speak over two thousand different languages and embody a rainbow of colors, cultures, and customs.

I listened to Meryl Streep’s entire interview. She wasn’t talking about the lack of diversity in Hollywood, an important subject that must be addressed and which her critics accused her of whitewashing. Rather, she was answering the Egyptian journalist’s question about whether or not she understood films from the Arab world and North Africa. Streep replied that while she didn’t know much about the region, she had “played a lot of different people from a lot of different cultures. There is a core of humanity that travels right through every culture, and after all, we’re all from Africa originally. . . . You know, we’re all Berliners; we’re all Africans, really.”

There’s absolutely nothing wrong with Streep’s statement. In fact, it is laudable. In saying that we are all Africans despite our differences of skin color, race, religion, creed, national origin, or sexual orientation, Streep was right on two counts. First, the earliest fossils of humanity’s ancestors were discovered in Africa in the Sterkfontein Caves, located about forty miles north of my hometown of Alexandra. Second, Streep’s heart was spontaneously speaking the language of Ubuntu. I’ve often detected this language whenever blacks and whites in America are speaking from the heart. This happens whenever they are oblivious to the toxic racial environment that has conditioned many to say what is politically correct rather than true in the hope of not offending anyone. This reluctance to offend is one of the reasons why stereotypes blacks and whites have of each other go unchallenged. These stereotypes persist, distort our perceptions of each other as human beings and, when armed with power, can turn routine encounters into tragedies. Such was the case with Michael Brown.

It was telling that in grand jury testimony, Officer Darren Wilson said that he fatally shot Michael because, as they were grappling for Wilson’s gun, Michael “had the most intense aggressive face. The only way I can describe it, it looks like a demon, that’s how angry he looked.” As in most cases of policemen killing young black men, there was no witness to corroborate Wilson’s description of Michael, just as there wasn’t in the Trayvon Martin case, when Zimmerman also claimed he shot Trayvon, who was carrying a bag of candy, in self-defense after being viciously attacked. Assuming Zimmerman and Wilson are telling the truth, of course Michael and Trayvon would be aggressive if they were fighting for their lives against armed men. More often than not, however, young black men are described as “aggressive,” “vicious,” or having “an attitude” when hurting anyone is the last thing on their minds. For black youths and men this “attitude” usually derives from the fact that their manhood is constantly under siege by the forces of white supremacy, and it is often more a defense mechanism. As a black youth growing up in a ghetto, I often adopted such an attitude, to warn people that I was ready to fight anyone who threatened me. Interestingly, white youths who adopt a similar “attitude” are seldom described as aggressive or vicious. To the contrary, they are praised as tough and acting like real men.

I’ve also seen politicians, both blacks and whites, during election time, resort to race-baiting stereotypes in order to win votes. Some do it subtly and others overtly. Senator Jesse Helms of North Carolina was a master of the politics of race. Marion Barry, the mayor of Washington, DC, had the habit of using race as an excuse for his corruption and venality because he knew that more often than not, blacks would rally to his defense regardless of his guilt in the name of “racial solidarity.” This was also a strategy used by O. J. Simpson and his defense team during the trial for the murder of his ex-wife Nicole and her male friend Ronald Goldman. Such tactics succeed in part because when we choose to speak the language of our racial group rather than of our common humanity, we give the impression that blacks and whites have little in common, that they can’t be held to the same standard of behavior or morality, and that they deserve separate justice.

But polls show that most Americans, black and white, do not share this sentiment. I’ve met many good Americans during more than twenty years of traveling across the country talking about the power of Ubuntu who, like Streep, are well aware of America’s painful racial past and its legacy and lingering effects. Yet they still honestly believe the essence of a 1662 sermon by the British metaphysical poet and preacher John Donne which best sums up the meaning of Ubuntu: “No man is an island, entire of itself. . . . Any man’s death diminishes me, because I’m involved in mankind. . . . Therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.”

So compelling was Donne’s observation that Thomas Merton, a Trappist monk and one of the twentieth century’s most influential spiritual teachers, titled one of his best-known books No Man is an Island. And Ernest Hemingway named his great novel on the Spanish Civil War For Whom the Bell Tolls. Both Merton and Hemingway, in different ways, sought to remind us of the core of all religions and spiritual traditions worth believing in, namely that we are indeed our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers, and should treat others as we would want to be treated.

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was speaking the language of Ubuntu when he said: “Justice is indivisible. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” This is why the current Syrian refugee crisis is so heartbreaking. The sight of helpless men, women, and children fleeing their homes because of an endless war on terror, triggered when America and her allies invaded Iraq in search of non-existent weapons of mass destruction, and being refused entry by one country after another, as if they were aliens instead of fellow human beings, makes one wonder if we can ever learn to speak the language of Ubuntu to ensure our collective survival.

I sometimes wonder how Jesus would be treated if he were to return and remind us to be true to his gospel by having more humane immigration policies. He’d probably be sent to Guantanamo as a terrorist instead of being honored as the Messiah.

As an American citizen who was born and raised in South Africa, I was thrilled to hear Streep speak with the spirit of Ubuntu for two reasons. First, learning to speak the language saved my life when I was trapped under apartheid, a system its creators had described as God’s will. It’s worth noting that apartheid was eradicated in part due to pressure by blacks and whites in America, especially on college and university campuses, who joined forces and championed divestment, sanctions, and the release of Nelson Mandela from prison. Second, Ubuntu became the foundation for the negotiations that in 1994 created South Africa’s Government of National Unity (GNU), which was led by Nelson Mandela and the African National Congress and included the National Party led by F. W. De Klerk. An erstwhile protector of baaskap (white supremacy), De Klerk served as one of Mandela’s vice presidents.

The GNU’s mission was to heal South Africa’s deep racial divide by eradicating social and economic injustices codified by apartheid and sanctioned by white privilege. One of GNU’s signal achievements was the establishment of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which sought to foster racial healing by pursuing restorative justice—a system of criminal justice that focuses on the rehabilitation of offenders through reconciliation with victims and the community at large—instead of retributive justice, which has led to a proliferation of for-profit prisons in America and given the country the dubious distinction of having the highest incarceration rate in the world. Restorative justice is one of the ten principles of Ubuntu and is an approach that has been emulated by countries all over the world, the latest being Colombia, where since 1964 a bitter civil war between government forces and guerrillas has displaced more than three million people and left 220,000 dead, the majority of them noncombatant civilians. The deep wounds of hatred, bitterness, and revenge left by the civil war will take time to heal, but now that Colombia has set up a TRC consistent with the country’s need for reconciliation, if the two sides have the courage to speak the language of a common humanity, lasting solutions can indeed be found.
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It’s imperative for blacks and whites in America, especially given the racial divisions that persist in the United States, exacerbated by Donald Trump’s campaign and election, to speak the language of Ubuntu as our nation debates how to redress the lingering social and economic injustices stemming from de facto segregation and the legacy of institutional racism. Such a language is indispensable to the formation of the vital alliances between blacks and whites that are a precondition for achieving racial justice. Failure to speak in the spirit of Ubuntu will only worsen the racial divide and make consensus on lasting solutions to the country’s number one and most intractable social problem virtually impossible.

This dialogue is needed because America is facing its worst racial crisis in decades, sparked by the deaths of young black men at the hands of the police, by the peddling of bigotry by Republican politicians during the 2016 presidential elections, and by Democratic politicians who took identity politics to new heights. It wasn’t lost on many poor and middle-class whites that while Hillary Clinton championed and pandered to every minority group imaginable, she was quick to dismiss them as a “basket of deplorables” whose main traits were racism, homophobia, Islamophobia, xenophobia, and misogyny. It’s interesting that Hillary welcomed the support and money from disgraced movie mogul Harvey Weinstein, despite long-standing rumors about his treatment of women, even as she criticized Trump for similar behavior following the Access Hollywood tape. This shows that it’s important not to play politics with issues such as misogyny and racism. That’s why Senator John McCain was commended when he categorically called on Roy Moore, the candidate for the Republican senate seat in Alabama, to step down immediately, after Moore was accused of molesting teenagers. Unlike other Republican leaders, including President Trump, Senator McCain didn’t add the prevaricating “if the allegations are true,” despite compelling evidence from the women that they were.

Yet, since Trayvon Martin was shot and killed by George Zimmerman in Florida on the night of February 26, 2012, I’ve watched blacks and whites heatedly debate the race issue on countless TV programs, with the hope of hearing the inclusive language of Ubuntu spoken. I watched in vain. It didn’t matter if the program was on CNN, Fox News, MSNBC, or any of the other TV networks—such debates soon became divisive and politicized to a point where logic and common sense mattered little as long as people scored political points.

At times blacks and whites sounded like denizens of separate planets rather than fellow Americans with differing points of view, each containing grains of truth. At times is seemed as if no one cared about resolving the race issue unless the solution entailed capitulation and admission of guilt. “If you wish to converse with me, define your terms,” said the French philosopher Voltaire. A definition of one’s terms and a sincere attempt to find a common vocabulary are especially imperative when debating something as subjective as what constitutes racial progress. Polls show that most whites sincerely believe that racism is no longer the main obstacle preventing blacks from succeeding in America, while most blacks sincerely believe that it is.

Yet the same polls show that blacks and whites agree that racism continues to exist. It’s therefore important for both sides to agree on a definition of what constitutes progress. An example of this is the Black Lives Matter movement. Unless they are bigots, few whites would disagree that black lives are valuable and that racial profiling and police brutality are a daily and deadly reality for many young black men, especially in the inner cities. The disagreement arises from the unfortunate perception, largely due to semantics, that the Black Lives Matter movement is inherently racist because its members believe that black lives are more important that white lives. A better tactic by BLM would be to say that, of course all lives matter, but that the movement has chosen to focus on black lives out of a sense of urgency, given the large numbers of black people who have ended up dead. By using inclusive language, BLM would make it difficult for some of its critics to describe the movement as no different from the KKK or the Alt-Right. More importantly, BLM would be able to attract more white support, which is crucial if police brutality is to be checked, and any lasting progress is to be achieved on issues vital to the African-American community.

Only by speaking the inclusive language of Ubuntu rather than the exclusive language of our respective racial interests can we reconcile the two sides and stop viewing race as a zero-sum game, in which whites lose when blacks gain, and vice versa.
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This book will upset some people. And it should. Racial healing is anathema to politicians and pundits who peddle bigotry and to their followers. It is also anathema warmongers, white supremacists, and black separatists. Why? All these folks reject the concept of a common, indivisible, and interdependent humanity. They want Americans and the rest of the world to believe that human beings are so different and our differences so irreconcilable that we are doomed to inflict or suffer pain, to hate or be hated, to oppress or be oppressed, to kill or be killed—all in the name of the survival of the self and the waging of endless wars.

The Darwinian and Nietzschean notions that only the fittest and most powerful survive is dangerously myopic, especially in this age of terrorism and nuclear weapons. I don’t know of any nation, however rich or powerful, that has a fleet of spaceships stashed away somewhere, ready to whisk its citizens to a distant planet should humanity’s obtuse unwillingness to embrace and practice living in the spirit of Ubuntu lead to the destruction of Planet Earth, either through a nuclear holocaust spawned by hatred or through climate change spawned by each nation pursuing its own self-interest at the expense of our collective survival.

Dr. King put it clearly in his “Beyond Vietnam” speech when he said: “Every nation must now develop an overriding loyalty to mankind as a whole in order to preserve the best in their individual societies.”

It’s my fervent hope that this book will galvanize Americans to learn the language of Ubuntu and have the courage to speak it every time the issue of race comes up—with family, relatives, friends, neighbors, teachers, coworkers, fellow worshippers, and our political representatives. Above all, we must insist through the power of voting that politicians of all stripes speak such a language instead of using code words and dog whistles to divide us by pandering to our racial fears and insecurities. If we do this, blacks and whites will finally engage in a constructive racial dialogue that will yield equitable and lasting solutions, thereby securing the future of the nation we all love and want to see prosper. The United States can never be the best country in the world unless there’s genuine racial healing. Dr. King summed it up best when he warned: “We either learn to live together as brother and sister, or we’ll die separately as fools.”

It’s easy to forget—given how often the racial debate in America is painted by the media and by pundits as a strictly black versus white conflict—that American society isn’t made up of two monolithic groups. But I’m confident that if blacks and whites, whose feud is so bitter and implacable and has raged such a very long time, begin to genuinely speak the language of Ubuntu, they will be applauded and joined by their brethren of Asian, Hispanic, Jewish, Muslim, and Native American descent. These important members of the American family will also be glad to learn to speak such a humanizing language during the indaba, the great conversation, in which we must all participate in order to create that more perfect union.
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After you read this book, I hope you’ll visit my blog, markmathabane.blogspot.com, to share your thoughts or write me at Mark@ubuntugeneration.com, especially if you are a student who cares about racial healing and about fighting bigotry in all its forms, whether it’s at your school or college or in your community. Most important, I hope you’ll find learning the lessons and speaking the language of Ubuntu as empowering and liberating as I did. The learning continues, because there’s always something new for me to work on. With each unique person I meet, I strive to realize my own potential as a human being by affirming the humanity of others, including those I may once have been taught to hate as my enemies.

In my view, America, more than any other country, gives people the maximum freedom and opportunity to become fully human, to connect oneself to others in enriching ways, and to celebrate diversity, which is our greatest strength as a nation. This is what I believe is meant by America’s exceptional character, as embodied in the motto of our Great Seal, e pluribus unum, Latin for “from many, one.” The challenge is for us to turn that Latin phrase from a pleasing shibboleth to a resplendent reality, ushering a truly new order for the ages. This is particularly important because the world is seeing the rise of a dangerous nationalism, and America’s example and leadership is desperately needed, just as it was needed during World War 2 to defeat Hitler and his Third Reich.

For America to not only save her future, but also regain her moral leadership in the quest for a better world, will require a great deal of work by all of us. We must use Ubuntu to unite and fiercely oppose those who are seeking to seduce us into shredding our great Constitution—the protector of our priceless freedoms—in return for the illusion of safety, all the while sacrificing our humanity on an altar of hate.

History shows that powerful nations are seldom conquered from without. They’re destroyed from within. President Lincoln warned against this danger when he said: “America will never be destroyed from the outside. If we falter and lose our freedoms, it will be because we destroyed ourselves.” Race is America’s Achilles’s heel. It precipitated a bloody and brutal Civil War that cost more than 620,000 lives and almost destroyed the Union. That horrible war’s legacy still haunts and divides Americans. That’s why the debate over the removal of monuments honoring Confederate defenders of white supremacy is so emotional and divisive. And contrary to what President Trump has not so subtly implied, that bitter fratricidal war indeed had to be fought because the South was bent on dehumanizing and enslaving black people under the guise of “States’ Rights.”

Let’s use the ten principles of the language of Ubuntu to finally bind and heal our still festering wounds and purge from our hearts the poisons preventing us from becoming fully human and working together to realize our dream of a united and indivisible America, with justice and equal opportunity for all, where people are judged by their character rather than the color of their skin, which, as Bishop Tutu has said, is a “biological irrelevance.”
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This book is divided in two parts. The first part has ten chapters, in which I will discuss the ten main obstacles I encountered in both South Africa and America when I was learning to speak the language of Ubuntu. I will also share stories of how I overcame these obstacles. The second part, also consisting of ten chapters, will illustrate each of the ten principles of Ubuntu in action using my own experiences along with inspiring examples of individuals, famous and ordinary, who’ve used Ubuntu to make a difference, some of whom even lost their lives doing so.

This is not a book of dry facts and statistics. Rather, its personal nature is designed to empower readers to become agents of racial healing instead of expecting politicians to solve the race issue. Simply put, our politicians haven’t worked hard enough to resolve racial divisions and foster racial healing because of their predilection to appeal to the lowest in people.
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