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UNIVERSITY, BY PANDELANI NEFOLOVHODWE, 12TH SEPTEMBER 2013 

Mr Vice Chancellor, members of the student representative council, leaders of 

student formations, comrades, friends, ladies and gentlemen. 

I feel honoured to address the Steve Biko commemoration service. At the same time, 

I would like to say, being a lecture about one of Africa’s articulate revolutionary, this 

occasion should not be directed at pomp and ceremony, but should make us reflect 

on the South Africa we live in today. 

Every year on the 27th April, a section of the South African population celebrates 

what it regards as Freedom day. On this occasion, we often hear those from the 

ruling elite telling us that the South African Constitution is one of the best in the 

whole world and that much has been achieved since 1994. To the rich and the elite 

Freedom day indeed symbolises happiness and prosperity  whilst to the poor 

majority, freedom has not yet arrived. 

Those who live in informal settlements without adequate food, clean water and 

proper sanitation, this day is only meaningful to the extend that they can now cast 

their vote.  

Whilst the poor are pre occupied with daily struggles to survive the traumas of the 

new society, the middle class and the rich are involved in discussions such as 

affirmative action, black economic empowerment and other such similar debates. 

These debates are largely centred around how the petit bourgeosie can be brought 
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into and accommodated in the existing capitalist system that has for centuries been 

responsible for the misery of working people and the poor . 

The capitalist system that shaped the “ New South Africa” has largely been  defined 

by the Kempton Park agreements, constituting  compromises  entered into between 

a section of the Liberation Movement and the then Apartheid regime and its allies.  

The Kempton Park agreements have become a major reference point and continue 

to shape the political, social and economic relations in South Africa.  It is this 

political, social and economic relations that I will be addressing shortly. 

Before I do so, let us listen to what Steve Biko wanted South Africa to be like after 

1994.  

“We see a completely non-racial society. We don’t believe for instance, in the so-

called guaranties for minority rights, because guaranteeing minority rights implies the 

recognition of portions of the community on a race basis. We believe that in our 

country there shall be no minority, there shall be no majority, just people. And those 

people will have the same status before the law, and they will have the same political 

rights before the law” 

We can now ask a question as to whether the non racial society that Steve Biko 

envisaged has arrived? Are we living in a society that has completely done away  

with minority rights?  What about economic exclusion, entrenched poverty , 

inequality and unemployment? 

In order to answer these questions, we need to pause and analyse what we have 

inherited from the past through the Kempton Park agreements which agreements 

found themselves into the country’s constitution.  
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Nineteen (19) year ago, the so called new dispensation was ushered in with it’s 

capitalist relations. I am convinced that the South African state which we inherited 

from the past has not changed in it’s concrete and historical terms. This is so 

because every capitalist state has it’s specific national and historic features that 

translate into it’s political social and economic relations. The social economic and 

historic feature of the inherited state is here with us today, and what has changed 

are people who are managing the political affairs of the state but not it’s economic 

and social relations. 

Political office bearers who are managing the affairs of the state have increasingly 

become so much attached to the state that they have become defenders and 

protectors of the state even when they know that we inherited it from apartheid. 

We should by now be aware that all past revolutions have had to deal with the 

political, social and economic relations that emanate from a particular kind of state. 

From feudalism to capitalism, the feudal form of state and it’s relations in society had 

to give way to a new form of state with its capitalist relations. 

For these reasons,  we cannot argue that the apartheid capitalist state should 

remain. Granted the legal apartheid nature of the state to some extend has been 

tempered with and as a result it appears to me we are confusing doing away with the 

laws that legalised apartheid with doing away with the nature of the state itself , and 

as a result, we are now busking in the glory of the reformist modifications and 

adjustments we have made, forgetting that largely it is the apartheid state and its 

capitals relations that should be transformed and not reformed. 

For an example, the” new South Africa” is regarded as the most un equal society in 

the world and in equalities have continued to grow. The middle class has grown and 
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the poor have become more and more marginalised and impoverished by a society 

which when ushered in, was supposed to free them. Unlike in the past, the middle 

class has become more and more black and very soon we will witness a situation 

where to become a president of our country you will need to be a millionaire. The 

rulling elite will gradually be composed of the rich and the middle class. 

You need only to look at the life styles of the new middle class and the rich today to 

observe this phenomenon. 

The laws that are made by parliament, continue to favour the rich, and have not 

transformed our society to the better. Though parliamentarians do not regard the 

laws their are making as reformist nonetheless, because we are operating under an 

inherited capitalist system, the consequences of these laws are that the wheel of 

reform persist and at this pace, no fundamental transformation can occur. 

The reason is simple, the frame work, in this case the constitution, prescribes the 

kinds of laws and changes that can be effected. The priscriptive nature of the 

constitution is not easily identifiable. It only becomes evident when the police 

massacre  workers at Marikana, when  the Marikana  poor miners cannot receive 

legal assistance from the state, when the state refuses to release the so called Zuma 

tapes that form the basis of  the withdrawal of the case against Zuma, when the state 

begins to have half of it population on state grants, when the state refuses to open  

schools for the poor in  the Western Cape, when the state cannot do away with e-

tolling when it is clear that e-tolling will  mostly  affects the life of the poor. 

We should remember that the mode of production in any given society corresponds 

to the type of human relation linked to the production and distribution of the 

resources. We must be aware that a capitalist state has never existed to serve the 
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interest of both the exploiter and the exploited. The essence of a capitalist state we 

live in, is determined by it’s social and economic base. The economic base of the 

South African state is what the ruling elite does not control. 

What then is the direction we should take under these circumstances? I believe that 

there is only one way, and that is the transformation of the state and it’s capitalist 

mode of production.  

Let us look at the following statistics in order to understand the gravity of the case I 

am presenting. 

 There are at present more female teachers( 257 633)  and fewer male 

teachers( 111 579) at our schools, and yet they are only 8210 female 

principals  against  14 377 male principals 

 Ever since 1994, close to four thousand(4000) schools have been closed 

especially in rural ereas where the poor live shutting  poor children out of 

school and deny them education 

 Whilst it is reported that more black children are now attending schools , few 

reach matric 

 39.5% of house holds nationally depends on social grants for income 

 The 2008 – 2009 survey show that 26.3% of the population was leaving below 

the food poverty line 

 The 2012 United Nation’s report indicate that more than half of South African 

children leave in poverty. 

 The unemployment rate is standing at 25% with about 70% of the youth 

unemployed 

 5.35%  of household still use the bucket toilet system 
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All in all, statistical data shows that South Africa is no where near reducing 

unemployment, poverty and in equality.  

Further, evidence show that there is very little economic activities in most rural areas 

and townships. All these point to the fact that the frame work, the system that we 

inherited has not been transformed. For an example, the 1913 Native Land Act, and 

act that impoverished millions of black South Africans, the act that brought about and 

produced the many townships the majority of black people live in today has not been 

repealed. 

When we want to build houses for black people, we are forced to buy land from land 

owners and as a result  we build RDP houses as extensions of townships and build 

decent houses for the middle class and the rich. Apartheid humiliations that came 

with the four (4) roomed houses in townships where black people live,  are worse in 

RDP houses. Blacks still stay far away from their place of work.  

As stated earlier, the South Africa we live in today is not creating an environment 

that brings about human dignity, prosperity and a better life for black people.  

When we talk about growing the economy for example, whose economy are we 

talking about? Because growing the capitalist economy simply means growing the 

economy of the rich and undermining the economy of the poor. There is also no 

guarantee that the wealth that comes out of the growth will reach the poor. For many 

centuaries of capitalist growth wealth has never reached the poor. 

Let me now return to Bantu Steve Biko before I deal with what should be done. Biko  

states:  “The inter relationship between consciousness of the self and the 

imanciparatory program is of paramount importance. Blacks no longer seek to reform 
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the system because by so doing, it implies acceptance of the major point around 

which the system revolves. 

Blacks are out to completely transform the system and make it what they wish”. 

The above qoutation helps us to determine what kind of transformation we need in 

order to move towards an egalitarian society as envisaged by Steve Biko. The 

transformation envisaged by Biko, can only come about  when we have developed a 

conscientization  programme that inducts the poor to acquire  self and group 

consciousness through which they can take care of their own interests. 

 As matters stands, the poor are so dependent on handouts  from  the ruling elite 

.The self consciousness  that Biko refers to,  will enable the poor to critically examine 

and analyse the material conditions under which they  live and group consciousness 

will assist them to take positive and liberatory actions against  oppressive elements 

in society.  

We should understand that the South African economic and financial model in 

general is designed to favour the rich and continue to margenalised the poor. Until 

this model is changed, South Africa will remain a country that is on the side of the 

rich. 

In this kind of South Africa, the rules that governs the economic activities are 

controlled by the rich and are meant to strengthen the riche’s grip on the economy 

and wealth.  

Any one who wants to survive in this kind of  world has to play by the rules.  But to 

play by the rules means to allow the rich to become richer and the poor to become 

poorer 
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Under these circumstances, our duty is to transform the state to serve our interests 

particularly the interest of the poor and the workers. The challenge is how to 

transform the state so that everyone in South Africa can release his/her dreams and 

aspirations. How do we transform every sphere of the state and it’s institutions so 

that these institutions can adequately serve the interest of the poor and workers who 

are in the majority? In Biko’s words, “transform the system  and make it what we 

wish” 

Allow me now to attempt to define the parameters of such a transformation process.  

From where I stand, the objective and pre condition of such a transformation process 

of the state and its institutions in our country, is to make sure that all organs of the 

state are liberated from the racist apartheid capitalist bondage and at the same time 

making this institutions and organs to serve the interest of the poor and workers. 

In other words, the transformation of the state as a whole, should be of such a nature 

that the majority of our people who are poor are able to live far better than they did 

before 1994.  

The departure point is, that transformation should be directed at the entire society as 

part of the popular decolonising struggle that is geared at changing South Africa, the 

African continent and the world. 

Note that building a nation means building every section of society that constitute 

and form the backbone of the social, political and economic spheres of all the people 

more  especially  the poor. To this end, it is the duty of all of us ,as citizens  who are 

required to vote for what we want every five years, to push for drastic changes.    
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The argument which asserts that changes in our society should occur, but that this 

should be restricted by the constrains found in the present constitution is false and 

infact in the context of our history where the  constitution came as a result of the 

compromises between a section of the Liberation Movement  and a white minority 

group, leads me to the conclusion that the present constitution is one of the 

documents that needs to be transformed in order for South Africa to move towards  

economic inclusion. 

I take the view that the present constitution is restrictive to the extent that if not 

changed the freedom that the poor want will not be actualised. 

I do not want to be misunderstood to imply that thus far no changes have occurred in 

our country.  

I will be the first to admit that certain practical steps were needed even within the 

present framework in order to move our country forward. What I am resisting is 

equating the changes that have occurred thus far and make them the objectives of 

the transformation process.  

What I am insisting on is that transformation is societal and will only be complete 

when society as a whole has been changed, when the poor in our country can take 

their rightful place to determine their own destiny. 

Let us not confuse transformation with changing streets, hospitals and buildings 

names. Baragwanath hospital has been changed to Chris Hani Baragwanath, but 

people are still dying at Chris Hani Baragwanath hospital. 
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For the past 19 years, we have not build a single new university for our children,we 

have not build enough schools suitable for mathematics and science and yet we 

expect our children out of the blue to excel in mathematics and science. 

We have not improved the business environment in the townships and rural areas 

and yet we expect entrepreneurs to be found in these areas. Surely, we must not 

expect poverty, inequalities and unemployment to be eradicated when we have not 

put steps to do away with these. Poverty, inequality and unemployment will not be 

eradicated through social grants. 

What is required is to take bold steps to change all aspects of our people’s life. In 

this way we will be able to fulfil what Biko envisaged when he said. 

“We have set out on a quest for true humanity and somewhere on the distant horizon 

we can see the glittering prize. Let us march forth with courage and determination, 

drawing strength from our common plight and our brotherhood.  

In time we shall be in a position to bestow upon South Africa the greatest gift 

possible – a more human face” 

I thank you.  


