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DEMOCRAT
Zimbabwe dithering could consign Mbeki� s successes to the dustbin, writes Christelle Terreblanche

P resident Thabo Mbeki, the man who
had made it is his mission to drive
democracy into Africa, was this
week called a �rogue democrat� for
his apparent lack of political will to
tackle Zimbabwe�s dire situation.

The influential Washington Post made a meal of
Mbeki�s declaration last weekend, in the aftermath
of Zimbabwe�s presidential elections, that there was
�no crisis�. At home too there was outrage about the
statement in the light of nine years of quiet diplo-
macy that have failed to have any noticeable impact
on President Robert Mugabe and his Zanu-PF�s slide
into dictatorship. 

A �rogue democrat� would suggest SA was a can-
didate for President George Bush�s list of rogue
�failed states� or �axes of evil� such
as Iran, Iraq and North Korea.

The Washington Post arti-
cle was clearly turning up
the heat on Mbeki as he
prepared to take the
chair of the UN Secu-
rity Council for the
first time. Instead of
world acclaim for
his role in Africa,
his credibility
among the  council�s
powerful members
was in the balance
with questions over
whether he was
really serious about
the principles of hu-
man rights and democ-
racy that underpins SA�s
foreign policy. 

Has Mbeki become a
Nero, fiddling with word-play
while a potentially explosive
situation brews in his back-
yard? Even his own party this
week embarrassed him by
saying in the most un-
equivocal way that there
was � in fact � a crisis
next door. 

While the

ANC tried to downplay the criticism, saying Mbeki
needed to be �neutral� in his capacity as head of the
AU-mandated mediation effort by the Southern
African Development Community on Zimbabwe, the
damage was done.

ANC secretary-general Gwede Mantashe uncon-
vincingly tried to deny that its party-to-party talks
with the two contending Zimbabwean parties
amounted to a parallel mediation process, signalling
a lack of trust in Mbeki�s SADC process.

Yet, a year later, the SADC mediation team has lit-
tle to show for its efforts, and Mbeki�s somewhat
disingenuous flip-flop on the issue at the UN Security
Council opening session, where he denied ever  say-
ing there was no crisis in Zimbabwe, paints a picture
of a man under extreme pressure to face reality. 

Confronted by British Prime Minister Gor-
don Brown and UN secretary-general Ban

Ki-Moon�s insistence that concerns over
Zimbabwe�s election be discussed,

Mbeki apparently had no choice but
to acknowledge that things �had

gone wrong�.
Yet, three weeks after Zim-

babwe�s March 29 election, with
no results released, and amid
fears that Mugabe�s regime may
have staged a constitutional
coup, SADC�s Lusaka meeting
last weekend limply called for

the �expeditious� release of the
election results, while the ANC
instead called the results a mat-
ter of �utmost urgency�.  

Provincial and Local Govern-
ment Minister Sydney Mufa-
madi, SA�s facilitator in the SADC
process, has come to Mbeki�s de-

fence, suggesting the president�s
�no crisis� statement was referring

to the election and not the general sit-
uation, because at that point there
were still legal remedies open to the

opposition Movement for Democra-
tic Change. The MDC claims to

have won the election by about
7%, but this week lost its

court bid to have
the election

results released immediately.
This was followed by a weakly supported general

strike amid rising evidence of a violent clampdown
by security forces. 

The ANC�s alliance partners, who have for years
been consistently demanding tougher action against
Mugabe, have stepped up the pressure, with the
SA Communist Party alleging that failure to release
the results would be �tantamount to stealing the
election�. The SACP warned that that if South
Africa and SADC were seen as pandering to the
whims of Zimbabwean elites, it would set a �terri-
bly bad precedent for the SADC region�.

Some have already suggested that Mbeki�s state-
ment confirmed a pattern of myopic denialism 

Xolela Mangcu, the executive chairperson of
the Wits Platform for Public Deliberation,

said Zimbabwe had precipitated a crisis
over the two centres of power created at
the ANC�s Polokwane congress in
December.

�I don�t know how they are going
to resolve anything with two types of
utterances and two parallel processes.
The whole world has pronounced on
Zimbabwe, and Mbeki speaks as a
lone voice, as he has done with so
many other things. There is a
pattern.�

These are among the frictions
that have caused his alienation
from his party and the ANC al-
liance in the first place and cre-
ated the two centres of power at
the Polokwane congress that this
week publicly showed serious
strain.

Mbeki�s stance has consis-
tently been not to interfere with
the affairs of sovereign states
and to promote African solu-

tions for Africa, but the inaction and silence on Zim-
babwe haves now given rise to a range of conspiracy
theories and fears over what might be happening
behind the scenes and its consequences.

One persistent question is whether Mbeki was
protecting growing South African business interests
in Zimbabwe. 

Although few are suggesting SA�s growing stake
in the economically ravaged country was the
driving force behind Mbeki�s �constructive engage-
ment� approach, there are indications that some
corporations and parastatals are benefiting hand-
somely. At an Amandla magazine colloquium this
month, Zambian-born analyst Azwell Banda said
�evidence was being generated that South African
companies are making billions out of the crisis�. 

A recent report by the Solidarity Peace Trust, a
church-led organisation supporting Zimbabweans
in SA, recommended that, at the very least, Mbeki
should come clean about these economic interests in
his capacity as mediator. 

Last week, Impala Platinum (Implats) announced
that its Zimplats subsidiary nearly tripled last
year�s profit, rising from R317,6-million to R854,6-
million. The Solidarity Peace Trust quotes a study
by Shawn Hattingh of the University of KZN�s Cen-
tre for Civil Society which revealed that trade be-
tween South Africa and Zimbabwe resembles that
between an industrialised and a developing country.

�Through the combination of trade and loans,
Zimbabwe is being effectively drained,� Hattingh
said. �Money is flowing out of Zimbabwe to buy
imports, such as fuel, electricity and maize from
South African companies and the state.

�To raise this money, in many instances, Zim-
babwe is borrowing from South African banks. It
has to pay back these loans at high interest rates �
which is very profitable for the banks.

�If it fails to do so, these companies will take
ownership of the assets that the Zimbabwean
government has offered as collateral.�

Yet, the report poses a question mark as to why
corporations and the emerging business elite tend to
support the current mediation process, suggesting
it is �more out of concern for normalising its
accumulation strategies rather than a broader
process of political democratisation�. 

Zimbabwe-born political analyst Dr Dale
McKinley believes that �quiet diplomacy� could
partly be blamed on �South African sub-imperial-
ism� in Southern Africa and supports the call on SA
to come clean on its vested interests. 

McKinley is among those who said the ANC�s
decision this week to call the situation �a crisis�
might well be a nail in the coffin of �quiet diplo-
macy� and a first step towards a whole new ap-
proach to Zimbabwe, more consistent with putting
human rights first. 

Others are more sceptical that the ANC�s state-
ment will mean that something will change, point-
ing out the ANC has in the past been more out-
spoken over the situation in Zimbabwe than the
softly-softly approach of Mbeki�s government. 

By publicly breaking ranks with Mbeki in calling
the situation �a crisis�, the ANC has nevertheless
stamped its moral authority over the government
and as a leading majority party in the region.

Although the ANC again called Zanu-PF an
�ally�, it risks finding that its mediation process
makes little difference to its 84-year-old leader,
particularly in the context of SADC, where his ve-
hement anti-imperialist stance against the Western
powers still finds resonance. 

Zimbabwe, along with HIV/Aids, has always
been regarded as Mbeki�s Achilles heel. With a year
to go before he leaves office, Mbeki has little time left
to save his legacy.

Perhaps, as the behind-the-scenes master of SA�s
own painful journey to democracy, Mbeki may yet
have an ace up his sleeve, which will confound his
detractors and see a peaceful solution in Zimbabwe.

Mbeki will surely not want to go down in history
as the man who fiddled quietly while Zimbabwe
burnt. But his chance of success at this stage
appears to be as much a pipe dream as those of his
supporters who, in the face of the obvious antipathy
towards him from the ANC rank and file, blindly
insisted he would pull off a third term as ANC
president. 

Perhaps it is time for Mbeki, as Mangcu sug-
gested, to take his leave before his few successes are
relegated to the dustbin of history and the world
merely remembers him as the man who could not
say boo to Robert Gabriel Mugabe.

Has Mbeki become a Nero, fiddling
with word play while a potentially

explosive situation brews in his
backyard? Even his own party this
week embarrassed him by saying

there was a crisis next door�

Zimbabweans
demonstrate outside
the Zimbabwe embassy
in Pretoria on
Wednesday. The ANC
broke ranks on Tuesday,
criticising President
Thabo Mbeki�s �quiet
diplomacy� towards
Zimbabwe and the
delay in announcing
the election results.
The ANC�s national
working committee
said the �dire� situation
in Zimbabwe was
having negative
consequences for the
whole of Southern
Africa. It said it would
be �undemocratic and
unprecedented� for
President Robert
Mugabe to hold a
runoff vote without
first announcing the
election results. 
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Compelled to write with an imagination fuelled by pain
Heidi Kingstone

Ambassadors are rarely poets. Yet almost every
sentence Lindiwe Mabuza speaks reflects her love of
literature. She is South Africa�s high commissioner in
London and she has just published a book of poems,
Footprints and Fingerprints.

Literature has always been her love and salvation.
Her father was a truck driver and her mother a domestic
worker. As a young girl in the drab coal-mining town of
Newcastle, she was told, as a black person, that she was
inferior � a familiar story during the apartheid era. It
gave her an almost �subversive� feel when she read
books written by white authors as it allowed her to enter
into �their minds and into the bedrooms of their world.

�Literature took me around the world and I got to
understand other people�s cultures. In EM Forster�s
books I found so much in common with Indians from the
subcontinent; not the Indians in South Africa, who had
already been separated from us.�

In George Eliot�s writing she discovered a society
layered with prejudice, one that celebrated Eliot�s work
but refused to allow the author to identify herself as a
woman.

A stalwart of the struggle, an activist, teacher,
diplomat, politician and journalist, Mabuza didn�t exactly
decide to be a poet but found so many thoughts flooding

her mind during the dark years of apartheid that she
was simply compelled to write. Pain, as she points out,
fires the imagination. 

Poetry, like diplomacy, is a most difficult art. Only the
best can strike the right balance between pretension
and insight, so it was a brave move on her part to
publish. On her YouTube site she speaks about poetry
being a response to prejudice and inhumanity.

At times this makes her voice strong, especially
when she is moved by injustice or cruelty, sometimes it
is like a �little sparrow�s�. Poetry has been her way to
make sense of the world.

�All writing, I understand, is a document of history.
I never said I was going to be a poet.� She would write
down words. Some people thought it was poetry.

Including Chris Patterson, the former CEO of Pan
MacMillan, who worked with the high commissioner
on Oliver Tambo Remembered, about the ANC leader�s
life in exile, a book which she co-authored. Mabuza
instigated the project to commemorate what would have
been Tambo�s 90th birthday.

When Patterson discovered her poetry, he suggested
this book, which contains a wide selection of poems
from a period of more than 30 years.

She became a poet just after finishing her master�s
in English at Stanford University in California. In 1968
she took a post at the University of Minnesota, where
she taught sociology during the academic year. In

summer she worked on the Way Community Project,
designed to keep high school pupils out of trouble. It was
a politically tumultuous time in the United States; the
height of the anti-Vietnam War protests and the civil
rights movement.

She introduced her high-school pupils to the writings
of Langston Hughes, the black American poet and writer,
hoping they might see the similarities between South
African and American blacks. Instead, the kids hated
literature and history, subjects she loved. Her challenge
was to figure out how to teach her pupils to love them
too. So instead of piling on the homework, or forcing
them to write essays that bored them, Mabuza asked
them to write a story on what they would do with $1-
million. Such was their economic poverty that she found
that they couldn�t even spend $200 000, but they did the
work. Her mentoring of their writing led her to practise
what she was teaching. 

When President Thabo Mbeki visited the UK at the
beginning of this month, Mabuza read two of her poems

to the attended gathering of the great and the good at
the black-tie dinner held in his honour at the high
commission: one was Take This � Our Harp. The second,
Your Other Son,Thabo Mbeki, was inspired by the last
meeting between Mbeki and Oliver Tambo two days
before he died. They spent three hours together.

Tambo had one biological son, says Mabuza, but
many sons, including the future president,Thabo Mbeki,
which inspired her poem. From her close friendship
with Adelaide and Oliver Tambo she remembers
hearing stories that Mbeki always stood out, and was
responsible from a young age.

Footprints and Fingerprints is both the title of
Mabuza�s book and also the poem written for Tambo. Her
poetry is stream of consciousness: Your bold footprints
will never be erased � And wherever around the world
� Your fingerprints confirm with will and � With the
thrill � Blowing through � The thundering smoke of
Niagara � In Zambia and Zimbabwe � Contrasting. 

Despite the end of apartheid, which fired so much of

her work, she still writes prolifically. Her poetry
perhaps is less nostalgic. Today the new South
Africa inspires her with its achievements that
have �freed the human spirit. We are able to see
the consolidation of democracy. Nothing is more
exciting than building a new state, something we
are creating, uniting the people of South Africa
for the first time.�

For a woman who has a full diary, I ask where
she finds the time to write. 

�I steal the time,� she says, something she
learnt when she was ANC representative  in
Scandinavia, where she regularly travelled
across Sweden, Denmark, Norway and
Finland mobilising people against
apartheid. On a train she would find a
paper napkin, so she could write on it,
or on the back of an envelope. �I�m
not an organised writer, and my time
is government time.�

Life without writing, despite the
huge pressures of work, would not be
worth living. �If I didn�t do that I would
die the death. My soul would be
impoverished.�

A born writer, she is driven to
compose poetry, whatever the dictates
of diplomacy.

Your bold footprints will never
be erased � With the thrill �

Blowing through � The thundering
smoke of Niagara � � Lindiwe Mabuza


