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Why Racial Reconciliation 
Is Possible in South Africa 

by Steven McDonald 

It was 1976, a year that appears on every chronology of South African 
milestones. A 14-year-old, bespectacled and intense, undertook to convey the 
feelings of the township students with whom I was discussing the significance 
of the Soweto and post-Soweto riots of that troubled period. Reaching for 
words that would leave a lasting impact, the youngster stood up, paused for 
effect, and then said: "The tree of liberty shall be watered by the blood of 
black South Africans." What the young black revolutionary did not realize 
was that he was echoing, almost word for word, the declaration attributed to 
Afrikaner nationalist hero "Jopie" Fourie just before his death by firing squad 
in 1914. 

Fourie had been part of a short-lived revolt by Afrikaners bitter about the 
Boer War and opposed to any form of cooperation with the British . The 
revolt was sparked by the commitment of South African troops to the World 
War I campaign in the neighboring German colony then known as South West 
Africa (now Namibia). Several of Prime Minister Louis Botha's fellow generals 
from the Boer War had balked when the invasion was ordered at British 
request. They fomented a rebellion of some 12,000 Boer War veterans that 
ended in hundreds of deaths and detentions. Most of the survivors joined the 
newly formed National Party, and the incident stands in Afrikaner mythology 
as one of the great moments of nationalist fervor. 

The lesson to be learned from this vignette is not in the prediction of bloody 
resistance in both cases, but in what these strikingly similar statements of 1914 
and 1976 say about their propounders, so far removed from each other both 
in time and, seemingly, ideology and aspiration. Or are they? Those of us 
with the patience and inclination continue to find a surprising coincidence of 
historical , societal, and cultural experiences and current value systems in 
South African society, black and white , that could augur well for the ability of 
that country eventually to heal itself. 

I lived in South Africa for several years in the 1970s and have continued to 
make frequent visits through the 1980s. In my quest for a genuine 
understanding of the South African kaleidoscope, I have sought out and 
established friendships across the racial, political, and cultural spectrum, and 
have enjoyed extended home hospitality among all racial groups and 
economic strata. It was in the homes of these diverse South African friends 
that I began to realize how intertwined are the histories and cultures of black 
and white in South Africa. It was when the guard was down and the talk 
informal, turning from politics to the quotidian, that I became conscious of the 
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striking similarities across ethnic and class lines in taste , 
style, mannerisms, and aspirations. Although my findings 
are totally unscientific, they have been repeated too often 
to be ignored. 

The Braaivleis 
When invited to the home of a South African-whether in 
the white Johannesburg suburb of Sandton, the black 
township of Mdantsane in the Eastern Cape, or the 
"Coloured" township of Belleville in Cape Town-! am 
invariably hosted to a braaivleis. This is the South African 
variation of our barbecue, and the emphasis is on the vleis 
(meat) . 

All South Africans love their meat and serve plenty of it, 
well done. Boerewors (sausages) , chops of lamb or pork, 
steaks an inch thick, sosaties (spicy meat on skewers) . 
These foods are prepared over hot, often roaring, fires of 
wood coals (not charcoal) and served with mealie pap (a 
white corn flour, eaten grits-style, with a stiff mashed 
potato consistency) and salads. The variations are only in 
quantity and quality. Even in the poorest black home, 
some meat, often of undetermined cut and origin, is 
always found to braai on an open fire . 

After the food , there is the drink. Whether black or 
white, South Africans drink alcohol socially and with a 
connoisseur's relish. The norm is cold beer for the men 
and white wine for the women . According to the host's 
financial ability, glasses never go empty. 

Social patterns are also strikingly similar. Whether 
gathered around a landscaped swimming pool deck in a 
white suburb or a dusty, grassless, postage-stamp-sized 
yard in a township, the men always cluster near the fire . 
The host cooks with a steady stream of good-natured 
ribbing, advice, and criticism from the other men. The 
women invariably gather to the side or even in the house 
and talk to each other about domestic or family concerns. 
Even in professional circles, where the conversations 
might be more work-related, the same patterns of gender 
grouping are found . 

Leaving aside any value judgments on diets of 
inordinate amounts of red meat, drinking (and South 
Africans are all too often heavy drinkers) , or gender-based 
social segregation, I have long since concluded that these 
are a part of South Africa, black or white. 

Sports 
Aside from politics, what subjects are of shared concern to 
South Africans? The answer to this question also cuts 
across ethnic boundaries. Sports are a mania throughout 
the land. Blacks might like soccer more than rugby and 
whites vice versa, but every sport is followed and 
understood. Even supposedly elitist games such as cricket 
or lawn bowls are followed and played by blacks. One of 
my most striking memories is that of rounding a corner on 
a dusty street in Soweto to see before me a well
manicured green lawn with older men and women, all of 
them black, dressed in white skirts or slacks, cardigans, 
and wide-brimmed hats, chasing bowling balls up and 
down the pitch. Whether it is a little black boy kicking 

around a deflated soccer ball on a hard dirt field in the 
rural Orange Free State or an immaculately dressed white 
boy overhanding a cricket ball toward a wicket on a green 
field in Durban, South Africans are sports addicts and 
continue to talk sports as they grow older and less active. 

Love of the Outdoors 
Black or white, South Africans consider themselves 
rugged, close-to-nature types. How this is manifested 
depends on various factors , including financial means. 

Land has almost a mythical quality for South Africans. 
Urban whites, where possible, have farm properties, 
seaside villas, or even private game farms, and spend as 
much time there as possible. Blacks, largely restricted 
from such ownership, still visit the shore or commercial 
game reserves when possible and treasure their family 
connections to those still on the land. Life-styles revolve 
around outdoor imagery, land ownership is a driving goal , 
and conservation is taken seriously. A culture and history 
founded in rural traditions, common to blacks and whites , 
continues to mold attitudes and aspirations, even as more 
and more South Africans are permanently urbanized. 

Religion 
Also common to most South Africans is a belief in a God. 
According to the official 1980 census, the latest available, 
slightly over 78 percent of all South Africans (white, 
African, Coloured, Indian) are Christian, 1.4 percent 
Muslim, 2 .1 percent Hindu, and 0.5 percent Jewish . Of 
the Africans, 76 percent are Christian and the remainder 
predominantly of "indigenous" religions. (The African 
figures exclude the residents of the four "independent" 
homelands, which are left out of the official South African 
census.) 

To use an Americanism, South Africans are real 
"church-goers. " Most Afrikaners (as well as more than a 
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million blacks and over 500,000 Coloureds) belong to the 
Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk (Dutch Reformed 
Church) . The Roman Catholic Church numbers well over 
2 million members, and the Anglican total is around 
2 million. 

Among Africans, Christian churches have long played 
an influential role . Early missions, many of them 
American in origin, were the first to bring Western 
education to blacks and remained the bulwark of African 
education until the 1950s. The early leaders of nationalist 
and liberation movements were church educated and 
often church leaders. Much of Afrikaner and African 
political leadership as we move into the 1990s is church 
trained or inspired. The role of the church extends to the 
grass roots , where secular events such as funerals or 
political meetings customarily include a significant 
component of religious symbolism. 

Today, as in the past, and particularly in rural areas, 
much of white social life revolves around Sunday worship 
and after-church gatherings. In black townships , the 
churches are jammed on Sundays. Among both whites 
and blacks, the church is the venue for elaborate ladies' 
hats, spit-shined shoes, and the best clothes one can 
afford. Even in the white suburbs where black domestic 
workers are far from their congregations, one sees them, 
decked out in bright, clean uniforms, holding Sunday 
services in small groups in an open field . 

Although the history of the NGK and other churches 
has been (and in the case of the NGK still is) marked by 
the existence of separate branches for Africans, Coloureds, 
and whites, their members have long shared common 
cores of beliefs and customs. It is not surprising that the 
churches have surged into the forefront in leading change 
in South Africa. From the act of desegregating church 
schools in defiance of law to the opening of an increasing 
number of congregations to all races to the challenging of 
the theological underpinnings of apartheid to the leading 
of direct protests against the system, the churches have 
had an important role. They have provided a language, a 
set of values, and a historical focal point around which 
South Africans can communicate . 

These factors are reflected in the moral values that 
predominate in both white and black society. Traditional 
African and Afrikaner family and social units not only have 
a strong reLigious focus but are morally conservative. The 
central, patriarchal family is the norm. Men rule and 
elders are sacrosanct. Promiscuity is not acceptable 
(although definitions of promiscuity may differ) . Extended 
families are the rule and are accepted as responsibilities 
and opportunities. The young and the old are cared for. 
Hospitality is a social obligation and no one is turned 
away or goes unfed. One does all one can to help a 
family member or a neighbor. 

The Historical Backdrop 
The shared tastes, values, and customs of white and black 
South Africans derive from a unique historical backdrop. 
The two key modern-day protagonists , the Afrikaner and 
the African, have come through the last four tragic, 
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exciting, and awesome centuries in a sweeping current of 
interaction. 

When the whites who would become Afrikaners first 
arrived in Cape Town in 1652 under the auspices of the 
Dutch East India Company, they set forth in a land 
already peopled with strong, proud, independent Africans. 
The early history was one of co-option and conflict in 
relation to the Khoi-Khoi and the San, who populated the 
Cape area. The Afrikaners were a rural people, however, 
and over time moved inland-partly to escape political 
control by the European colonial powers and partly to 
seek land and opportunity. 

In the hinterlands they encountered the great African 
kingdoms of the Xhosa, Zulu, Tswana, and Sotho. 
Although the history of the establishment of the Afrikaner 
republics is one of conflict, the conflict was seldom racial 
per se. Both the Afrikaners and the Africans of this area 
were herder, gatherer peoples who interacted 
economically, socially, and sexually. They stole each 
other's women and cattle. They formed alliances and they 
betrayed each other. The Xhosa were conquered by 
Englishmen, Afrikaner "Voortrekkers," Mfengu (refugees 
from Zulu empire building) , and Khoi-Khoi remnants. The 
Swazis fought the Pedi and the Venda alongside whites. 
Indeed, every major campaign was fought by entangled 
alliances on both sides, with Zulu helping to defeat Zulu in 
the famous war of 1878-1879. 

The importance of this history as we view prospects for 
a postapartheid South Africa is in the interaction and 
understanding it generated between Africans and 
Afrikaners-often bitter enemies, but not unknown 
quantities to each other. Whites grew up speaking African 
languages and blacks learned Afrikaans. Their 
vocabularies took on each other's words and phrases. 
There was some intermarriage. Yet the African never lost 
his identity. Zulu stayed Zulu and Xhosa stayed Xhosa, 
living in proud and independent interaction with the 
Afrikaner. Until the onset of modern apartheid, ascribed 
to Afrikaners but rooted in British colonial policy, the 
African was not threatened with extinction, either 
physically or culturally, by whites. African "defeats" 
during the numerous wars that took place between the 
1770s and 1908 were, as often as not, no more than a 
decision to stop fighting because food supplies were being 
interdicted or there was an obligation to return home for 
planting or other social needs. 

In this attempt to "unsimplify" black-white relations in 
South African history, I do not mean to suggest that the 
roots of apartheid were not evolving. Early on , the British 
colonizers in Natal were setting the stage for segregation 
with the creation of the African reserve system. With the 
discovery of diamonds and gold in the Transvaal, a 
migrant labor structure as well as residential, workplace, 
and economic discrimination began to emerge. The 
treatment of African workers (by both Afrikaners and the 
English) was patronizing and sometimes cruel. Although 
some early diamond mine owners, as well as suppliers of 
produce and livestock to the mines, were black, these 
tentative steps toward racial justice were nipped in the 
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bud. The forces of urbanization, industrialization, and 
nationalism were artificially channeled along racial lines. 

It is noteworthy, however, that the Afrikaner was also 
left out of the early modernization of South Africa, which 
was largely in the hands of the British. In fact, blacks were 
more involved in the emerging modern economy of South 
Africa, albeit initially as laborers only, than were 
Afrikaners, most of whom stayed on the land as 
subsistence farmers and hunters. Until after the ascension 
to power of the National Party in 1948, the Afrikaners 
remained (as did most of the African population) rural and 
largely poor. 

Other Afrikaner-African Parallels 
The African and the Afrikaner paralleled each other 
developmentally in some other often overlooked ways. 
Although African languages were centuries older than 
Afrikaans (a mixture of early Dutch, Huguenot, Malay, 
English, German, and various African influences that did 
not gel into a widely accepted language until the late 
nineteenth century and an official language until 1925), 
the written and grammatical structuring of these two 
language groups took place in roughly the same period. 
Missionaries were beginning to record the Nguni language 
groups in the first half of the nineteenth century, about the 
same time that Afrikaans was evolving from a patois to a 
widely spoken and written language. 

Another point of similarity between the Africans and 
Afrikaners has been nationalism-a prime moving force 
for both groups through much of the second half of the 
nineteenth century. As the twentieth century began, both 
gave their nationalism organizational structures. 

Although Africans had formed earlier organizations with 
nationalist overtones, the movement that remains the 
embodiment of African nationalist aspirations nearly 80 
years later is the South African Native National Congress, 
formed in 1912 and renamed the African National 
Congress in 1923. Afrikaners waged a war against the 
British at the turn of the century, but remained a divided 
people until the National Party, formed in 1914, finally 
evolved into the vehicle that brought them to power in 
1948. Their long struggle against the British and 
subsequently English-speaking South Africans for political 
recognition and power has many parallels to African 
nationalism's history. In the critical economic sphere, 
blacks are only now beginning to draw on the Afrikaner 
experience of establishing financial institutions and other 
businesses within and for the community. 

I was stunned during the 1970s by the number of 
young black radicals who cited the Afrikaner nationalistic 
struggle as a strategic model and by the admiration and 
understanding they accorded the struggle of the "Boers" 
for identity. Also unexpected was the opprobrium they 
heaped on English-speaking white liberals whose 
objectives, to this outsider, seemed most in tune with black 
aspirations. These "liberals," they said, took advantage of 
and profited from a system that served them, spoke in 
high moral rhetoric against the system, but would depart 
South Africa with their profits if the political stress became 

too uncomfortable. The fact that the English-speaking 
white community is also the most wealthy in South Africa 
only reinforced their point. When I sought to defend 
specific liberals whom I knew to be dedicated and willing 
to sacrifice, a sloganeering student retorted, "When I'm 
arrested for a pass violation, they don 't ask if I'm liberal or 
conservative. When the revolution comes, we won't care 
who is ver/igte or verkrampte." 

Trust Over Race 
It has been my experience over time that trust is a critical 
ingredient in relations within South Africa-more 
important, I would venture, than race. There are dozens 
of anecdotal examples I could cite to illustrate this point, 
but one that stands out most vividly in my memory 
occurred a dozen years ago. 

In 1978, I learned that a person I wanted to see was 
going to be at a house party in Orlando, Soweto, on a 
particular evening. She was an important political leader, 
currently banned, and her appearance at the party would 
be in violation of her banning order. Given these 
circumstances, I did not call around in advance to tell 
anyone of my coming for fear that the security police 
might be alerted and become suspicious. I decided just to 
show up at the party. I knew the address but did not 
know the owner of the house. 

As I approached, I could hear rhythmic music and the 
babble of conversation . I knocked on the door. When it 
opened, the house went deadly silent. The needle was 
lifted from the revolving record. A hundred black people 
focused their eyes on me and did not move or speak. 
Here I stood in the doorway, a burly, bearded white man 
who probably matched each one of their stereotypes of 
the typical security policeman. 

Suddenly my friend, the guest of honor, jumped from 
her seat and ran up to greet me warmly. Without 
hesitation, the music began again and people turned to 
their drinks and conversation as if nothing had happened . 
In the course of a very pleasant evening, I was not 
confronted or questioned once but made to feel right at 
home. Had I been black-and unknown to them-I 
believe the initial reaction would have been the same. 

Over the years and after hundreds of observations such 
as those I have recounted above, it became apparent to 
me that there was a true bridge, a camaraderie born of 
shared histories and struggles, between black and white 
(especially the Afrikaner}. This has never been so clear to 
me as since I returned to live in the United States, where I 
associate with a broad circle of South African friends , both 
black and white. Leaving aside public meetings with a 
specifically political purpose or venue involving adherence 
to a certain view, political divisions and ethnic 
considerations do not stop South Africans from getting 
together and enjoying themselves. This is especially true 
for the members of the exiled community, who are always 
hungry for "a touch from home," as they say. 

South Africans will cook for any reason and, if the 
ingredients are available, dishes from home will be the 
fare . Black or white, they relish stories or news of an event 



or an individual. They worry about drought in the Karoo 
or laugh over snowfall in Johannesburg. The price of real 
estate or the value of the rand will bother them equally. 
They will share, wistfully, stories of the South Africa they 
left behind and its people. And, whether black or white, 
the language used will, as often as not, be Afrikaans, 
despite the fact that a decade ago black children died in 
the streets of townships to protest the use of Afrikaans as a 
medium of instruction . They will tease each other 
mercilessly and mix uninhibitedly, in a way that black and 
white Americans have seldom learned to do. 
Unselfconscious and open, black South Africans are sure 
of their identity and their waiting inheritance. They are 
proud of their past and feel no threat from a white in any 
personal way. Whites, perhaps sensing this lack of 
tension, interact without any signs of apprehension. 

What Does All This Mean? 
One thing these observations are not intended to imply is 
that everything is going to proceed smoothly to the almost 
proverbial nonracial democratic South Africa. Entrenched 
power interests and segments of the population, both 
black and white, who do not {or inadequately) share the 
outlook I have been describing here may well make 
trouble. The modalities of transition and the final 
structuring of postapartheid South Africa will require 
intense negotiations to accommodate varied interests. 
Years will probably elapse before this society can come to 
grips with its fears and stereotypes and can break down its 
"Berlin wall ." 

What these musings do mean is that, once those 
barriers have been hurdled, there is real hope for South 
Africa. The common wisdom is too often that the interests 
of black and white cannot coincide and that conflict is 
inherent in the absence of domination. Whites have 
dominated in the past, and in the future it will be blacks. 

My experience counters this view. Blacks hate the 
"system" but not whites. Whites are accepted as 
"Africans" and assumed to have a role and a right in 
South Africa. Whites fear a loss of power but mostly for 
reasons unconnected to race per se, although racism and 
racial patterns have given birth to these fears . The society, 
they know, must undergo vast changes and this probably 
applies no matter who is in political power. This 
inevitability has to do with changing demographics and an 
inequitable distribution of land, wealth, and opportunity; 
whites know this will mean a readjustment of their life
styles. 
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The unknown that awaits South Africa inspires 
legitimate fears , but neither blacks nor whites fear each 
other in a personal way. Certainly there is patronization in 
the general attitude of whites and stridency in that of 
blacks, but their claims to understand each other are not 
farfetched. Above all, they know how to survive. When 
surviving meant fighting each other, they did it. A day has 
now dawned when survival means interdependence. It is 
my view that the majority of black and white South 
Africans realize this and that the historical, social, cultural, 
and personal interactions that have formed their respective 
values and aspirations will, in the end, allow them to come 
together in peace. 
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