
Nation-building an
example of
outdated thinking?
Nation-building Is widely held as one of the key " tasks" thai await

us in po st-apartheid South Alrica. s teuenboscn University

philosoph er Professor Johan Degenaar quest ion s its va lidi ty and

suggests th ai a more important endeavour Is the creation of a

democratic culture.

Pro! Johan Degenaa,

AT THIS ,t,,, i , i ,'~ 'l"~t· in II>< hi,tory
"f Suu th M , ;r. ""t· "',' tolJ th.,t "". h,,,'e ,.." .
h ''',j t h,· 1'.:r;' ><,1 "I Mti"n -h,, ;ldin~_ One'
, h"uld nul ",. _urpri",,j t liM ~ ' -Midy "f
I""ph,-" h,w,- "I,,".dy " ,me h' tli,- I",,'
,,-i,1i ,h,>pur!"....· "r m"hih, inl\ t l", 1'<"1'1,."
,,[ S""th Arlie.> In ~,; n fn,,~,< <In r.·h~l f "t
th., myth " r th., n."i,,"

Th,' CfU<~ll ~ u,'S' ''.." Ilklt ",,> ha"" ,,, ,,,k
in th i, ,~'n l" xt , h" ",, 'w , . is n,~ ho,," ' n hUlld
•, "" ti,m. hu l ...h"th,-, th., hl,; ldi n~ "I " ,~,.

li" n i, t h, ' t yp" " I t'ndt,.1I'<'ur ,,'e ,huuld ""
' 'T1~"~,..1 in,

Tn i, d ,,,,, n" t m,,, n ,h.,1 we ,h""ld n,~

t;,h' lht, "''j;u,- "I n., liun-I" lk "·rj,,u ,ly. On
Iht, ",nlf,"}' , t hi, di",uur", d,'m,md, "ur
,h""t ,1ltmli.m. Ont' , hu uld .,1", h ..·p in
min d lh" t ""r p',lilical di"."" iun, u,uall y
wnn',1 hi,ldt'n pft" "pP'" iliun, "'~,,,d in~

t l,.. n"tu,,' "I ,",Ii"n ,nd n" liun-hu ild in~.

A""mp li,,n, ab,,"t wh" t w n,lil"lt" "
n., li"" aft' u,,,,,lIy implici l in t h, ' >",int, uf
vit,,.,, f"Tmu l.,!<'d h, lht, I"rt i,'ip.mt"

Thi, j , t h, ' , a,,' ",h<'lht'T we dft' t.,lkin~

"to"'1 t h, ' p"'<" nd ih,,n, "I a I""l-.' p" rtl",i d
,,,,idy. '" Ih,- i,,,,vi ldhilily uf w mpftlmi,,-'

ill lh,' ",n l,·,t "I n,·~"II.'lIun, '" "cr" mm,,­
d "ti"n "I ind i"id u,,1 a l1<l ~",up ri~hts in "
11<-'" wn,li l"ti"n I,,, S""lh At fi,a, '" t h,'
p"l,lfi,olli" n "I p"lili" pt"pt'l"'lt'd h y
" 'h il,- .."I h lM'~ t',I"'mi,I,, '" tli, ' d." h h<~

I" ',,<-n bl,\('k 1""«'I"i"n, tot ... liM «",nt, ," a
1;1><', ,1 ,,-<1 S<xuli Airi",

In ,h,' r"x~'" "I t."m"I,Hinll ,,,nw ,'it_""
un n,ll ton ,bu ildin)\, 1 ,h.,11 m" k" u,,- "I "
",,,i<'lv u l eu ntru""" i,,1 ""n,-,'p" "och ,j>

cu llure, ,'"Ik. >,,·"pl,·. n,Hiun . n,Hio ,,,, ii' y .
n,1 tiun ht"-,,t st,H,', <'Ie wi, h"u l di,,-u" inll
t li,'" prnbl,'n",,"e n.Hu ft'

My fi"t "d \'ke to >"" 1'1, ' ",ho "ft' k,'<'n
u" p.,rticip"lm~ 10 Ih,' d<'l'dl<' u n n,lt i" " ,
b"ldi n~ IS t" ",'wm,· lullv mn",i"", uf , Ii,·
co" I"""',,,,,1 n.ll"',' u l th,' cr ucial ",''''''
th,,,, .m' u,i n~

FUT tht· purl"""-' uf t hIS ,lTtkk I P"'f"-""-'
t li,' 1"11",,,inl: p"'II 01m",,' m""n i n~" ,ul·
t",,· m"d'" tht, I",m "I li le "I .m (,~ hnk)

w m mu"ity; ,'ulk I"'m,~im,,, "I.., 1"" 'pl<'1 i,
, c" lturdl le,m ",hi,h "'1,',, t" II", (<'I hn k l
",mmu"ity; "nd " .,I,,'n i, ., p',I,lIeal t,' m,
,."hich ,i~n i ti,,, tht· 1",lIti ,'.1 con",i"" , n,,,,
"I lhe (dhnid n ,mmunily , nd t h, ' id,'n lifi-
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n ••• ,.·, m Sou, h lII,k.mi"" i, .,1.. . u....,J h,
,d.·, ,,, ' h., P'·'p", " .u hm " f " d"m in.m '
wnil ., W." ,.'rn ...",,,~y n 'm hin•.,j wil h , h..
«~"!,,.,hon of hl.l<h w, lh,,~ 1<' w. ,,' w, thm
,t... -V' km . 0 1 k' t.· it 1>." "~Iui".,j d th i,d
m.·.' '' i ''~ ,,·hkh i" "h"t." .,11 inn" hit,m" .,,­
,um•.,j ,.. in '..~,.",· in" nl<'lh "~ I"'t «on,,·,t

Th.· ".,I ' l<' of ' hi' ,h ill in m...lIl i "~ i, il,
w nt rihu l"m in , i ~ni fy i "~ ., "'''}('<'I'' "I ,u·
""n w h'ch a' I"", w '.,I." , h.· imp" ."..ion
th", it t,.m'",,'nd, ,h,' limil"t ,,'n, " f ., n."
h, ,,,.,h, , h" ,Ii" n o n ti l<' "01, .",d ,h.· n""",,
" f , h<"'l<'~"n,~ ,u, ,·thni" .."t" ,,,·.

LiM,.li,,,,, Thi' "kw ,,,,,m.:, ,I,,· lil".-,, ­
ti"n "f th.· ind h 'idll ,,1 fm m ' ·"'" I"" I''' i." ,
wi lhin , h,' w nli n." 01 ,h., \',,1,. M.m i,
"i,'w,~t nt" p, im.,.ily " , ""tio",,1 .",im.,1
h,,' d' , ,.,hondl . nimol, Hi,l" ri,·., llv il "
hnh,J w ith th,' p" " .,,,, "f m,~t"rn;", ',,,n
.,nd in it, ,,<,,no m,,, " ",n il<-,' .' Ii"" "' "'pi­
' .,h,m It fUrlh",m",,' "" um,', ,h.1I w,~

no mIC m','W,"i"n "f i" <'il w ill I,,,.ili'.".' ,u·
li"n -hUlldin~ hy d"m"h,h",~ , .,cial ".,,,~

'''Y1'':' .",t ,·th"i" l"y.,lh .", A, m 'h,' "i,'w
"f ., h" ..d S.,u th lII'i..."'i,,". lit.." dl ""n­
co'p l' " I th.· n.Hi" n p""LJm,~ , I>... il ,,\,~.

com." ,h., lim it"' " ,n "f ' h,' "'!\omi.. ""'h'­
ph", "I t h~ hir1 h " I 0 n"",m h" i "'",,l u<in~

• nl<~' honi,'ol m....,ph,,, of huil~tin~., n" ti"n
' h "o,,~h '~'"n"mi,' fo,n' ,

C" ltu•• l i"n, H i, "i ,'w i, w n>tru dt,J
wilh th" p ' im." y 1" "1"-"'. " f h" ildi"~' nd­
" ..n. I" m.,i" .."'''w'' i, ,I", " 'ol' ili"" ho" "f
h l"c" "n " "" '...·i"I.·n ' I>."i, "f ..,,I t,, ..,,1
p"d ., in ,,,d.·, ,,, .%,hl., , h,·m. 'h r"u~h ,,J ,,.
cali"n in' " ru ll",,,1 ,' .....m '''•."... t" co' mp"h'
w ith th,' d"m i",mt c" It" ", "" .m ''lual 1>.,­,I,. Th,' i,t,,, i, ,,, ,w"t.' hi,,,,, , t rud ur,,,
w hi..h will P" T' ''' hi,,,,., ,,, p l.,y th,' cru ­
,i,1 "'k i" ",'Ii"n ·h"i lcti ,,~ t"" ,inn' th,'
hlKk, .m· , h,' ind iW'''''u, 1"-"1'1,· .,,<ot ",,,­
,t , t" ,~ th., m,,~,,"y "f ,h., l'''pul.Hi" n, ",Iwy
,h<", Id f"rm tht, f""" d.,ti" n "f th,' nali" n" .
Am",tin~ ,,, thi, "i ,'''', th,' "'''''''1'' " f "0'

h,," i, .-1,....'1>. hn kt.,j t" Ihlod ) ,·"ltu,,· .md
,,, , h,' , lr",iu"" "I , 1>." .." It,,,,· ",hi,'n f",m
,h., f"und" ti"n " r 'h,' " n,' ",.. i" " ",hi..h " 'ill
"""" t" .,lIy includ., "",hih", wl"u".,j, .Ind
Ind i.",, " , It i, typ;",,1 "f thi, "i,'''' th." ,t...
n.,ri"n.,h, t id,,, "f 'h., co",~ru " """ "f cultllr "
,H'd "."" I" ''''''' 1'1,.",., I""mi",'nt ",I.,.

Ui·co mmu " . li , ,,, , Thi, ,·i,·w "' n.,ti,,,, ­
hUildm~ " I" , "'1''''''''''' .' ,,·" ,iti,, ;ty ,,~
",o , d, cul 'ur.,1 d iff,'" ''''' '' ' ",h;,- h ."pl"i n,
i" "'., Ii,tic ."...."'m""t " r ,,·hil ., " "d h i,,,"
n.,'i""" li,m. O,i~in., lIy con,',u.-t.,J ," hi·
n" ti"n., h,m, it h,,, d" "d"l"-~t int"., hi-wm­
""" ",Ii,m ",hi,'h u n,h p l,w , Uk' n.,h""" II,'
co,ml~"k'n, h~ p.')'i,,~ "'t,'ori"n t" m.,t,'Ti.,1
i"' ,'''''''. Ao'co,,,l i"~ t" hi...~,,,,m,,",' Ii,"" i'
i' iml''','' ihl,' '" hui ld "n,' n.Hi"n in ,hI' I",,~
k ,m "" th" ," ."'C<'p(jn~ t h,' ,·, i,h'n.·,' "I , ...."
"""li"n>" in ' h .· ,h",' I.' , m In'h'ad "f
'I"',, 'i n~ " f t",,, "" t i"n" ,,·f,·,,·n,~· " m.,d,·
t" tw" wmmll niti",; d ",hil,"'",i,'n l•.,j (c.' p' ­
",Ii,o " "" ",u"ity .".t • hi..... m.*"ity ("'~

ci.lli,1i ,,'mmun ily. II i, p',i",,,t ,n,t th" , , I,,·
fi.-,;' m mmun i'v "' ill t..' il\"'n' "" h"ildi n~.,
mul' ;"'·,h ni, ":"inn ",hil,' , t... id,',, 1 "r , h,·
...""nd community i,,, " " n-.·,h" ic "'''i''''.

Sod.H,m: Am"di,,~ to "'>c,.,li,m, ,h,'
""Ii"" "I ""Ii""-h,,ildin~ ,ho"ld ho.' " 1'­
I'""",h"d I",m .' di H""' nt ""~"" ~ " ' h,,,
,I>., n ulili'i n~ ,.lC;.,1 or ",h" i.- ..<..,~" ..i,..., , hI'
f, .,m,· " f " ' f""'n co' f", " ." i"n . h ll i l di n~

, h'>(lld ho.' th,' cl,,. ,t ru ~~I," 5,.,«' ,t... c.'p'·
'dli,' cl,,. lid, d i,·id.,J th., n.,'",,,, " nlY th,'
",,,..'i" ~ ..1.1", i, "' I"'hl,' "r hu i l" in ~ ;, ""­
'i" n ,,' hi<'h i,,,,I,,d ,... " II ..ih,,·n, , i,,,... """
,t... """ki,,~ ell,.' i,, '"'''''' m ·i,,,,id,· "'ilh
It..· ~,~OJ "f , h,' ", h"I., . N.'\·HI., AI,·,,, ,,d.·,

."td, 10 'hi, I",in l 'h" iml",n " " , ",I,' "f I.m·
~u ,'W' d" prim.'''' ch,,,.,,1.',i,tic " f ru Hu,,'
in ",,·.'h "~.' ",,""",,' .."It,m· whi,'h ",,,,,Id
f,,,,i l,,.,"· d """m,,,, ",'Ii""h,~~t

Soci. 1democ,~,y: Th i, \,i..w ,h., ,,,, "'i1h
",,,,;', II,m th., c"".wn r" , "oc;',1 ju,lin', hll'
in",·."t " f ,'mph."i, i,,~ dol"~ c., ',~,,(j.', .",d
,'.,t.' 1"''''''', ,t c"n,~·nlr.,""'''' t h,' m,,,,,I1,,,­
Ii"" " f .,11 in.Ii,'id,,,,1s .md ~""'I" ,,, L,k.,
""'lx,",ihil itY I,,, ..x,.,1 jll,'i..., "nd th,' wn­
",'i,·n' i..H" ,n "I ,iti/('n, ",ith "'~,mt t" 'h"
", rr"'in~ "f 1.-11"", dli'.,·n,. F.,,,,,,, I,..,,t ill
t.·m" " I "., ,,.m .hllildi"~. it i' ., ,,"n,,,J , h."
o c"mm"n ""'i"nh.~oJ i> c""" .,J t h",,,~h.,

wmm"" " "'.'('Tn f", "'~',.,I .,nd ,,,,,n,,mlC
iu , li..e.

A"thuriU,i .ni 'rn : ""w,d i,,~ t" thi,
\'i.,w, ' h" m",., Ii"" i"" i"h""·,,t i" ..xi~l

d"Il\'''-'',,,"Y i, " I" rm "I ",m.,ntid,," "'hi('h
l ",h ., "';,II"i" .""",nwn' "f , h,' "'.,lilY "I
1"-'''''''' Th., hUlld i"~ "I ., ''''Ii'''' 1'".;,,1"
1"-"''' c.·n', .,h",ti"" " I 1"-'''''''- Th., 1"-'''','' "f
tI", ".,t.· i' m,'('ili"", I" h"ild ., n.,I,, 'n hy
im p''' i n~ ., co,mm"" ,""It",,·, h\' ",.,i" ,.,il\_
in~ ",d.., ('''p',·i.,II" in m,,\'i"~ "w~)' '"''''
., m ,ilt,-cul"".,1 , i' u." i" n ). by ..nfnr.-i n~

",,,,-,o ,'i.,llow, .md hy th,' p"":,,,,'n " f .",>­
n"mic ~"",·th, ,'"'h", i'.,ri.,n,,m i, lin'.,J
,,, J,'''''hioi' m .",wnl in~ t" which th,' 1"'"''''
"I ,h<' ,'.w ,h"" I.t lx· " " , t ,,, h<'m''I',,''i....·
cul,u,,'. Th i, lx,i l, d""'n ,,, ,I", iml"" ili,,"
"f th., m.' ~"i1v cult",,·.

p.'riol i,rn: Thi, " i,'w .'mpl>.",,,,, ,h., d,-

'Creating a
democratic

culture lacks

the roman-

uctsm of the

notion of

nation-

building. It

demands

eternal

vigilance,

holding off

gods and

tyrants.'

,·"n't· ""t",,· "f .,11 I",m, " I <1h ni< n." ", n.,I·
ism ., od c"nc.·nt, .,t." "n It..· .,,,·." i,,n "f "
" 'mm,,,, , 1 1,'~i.m,·,' t" , c"u nlTy, N.,h ",,­
h"oJ " I",~,,J \»' " """"it"h,," ~,inth' ,I<"
cid,,J "" hy "'I'''.....'n'.'' i' ·,,, . ~. " II ..iii"·,,,
.",d hy ,h"ri"~ .", " if,,,Ii\'<' " ,mn"", "-,,,,_
o my ,md c"mm"" cu l'urol 'y mlx,r" It i, .".
,um,'d ' h,,' ...h nic lo y., lti." will t..' " "," ­
",'m,' h.. .m "w,-.\Tchin~ n,,',, ' n.,1 1".."I'y
h"",,,,,t h, I"'rti,il",ti"n in th,....., " 'm o",,,
'ymlx ,l,

J'I",. ' j" M m,\(u <y' I'h""li,m .'""rn,,,
'h,,' p.,]"i'" i, ...n """ 'p"'y . ~. 1''''''''''''''' "
cu lli\·.,""" ""I"-'Cl 1<" 'hi' ch.....le·,.·,i,".· " r
1",lIh" ,,' h l,'h " nL,iI, 0 pl",,, lily .". ,,,,, oc i., ·
'i"n, h., ....,j "n ""Iun',,,y m,·mho.'.-,;h,p. It
"1""""" ,..ith ' h.· im.,~" "' ., "whol,'"
" 'h i,h h"h',", ,I... i "'l'~,i ly "f it> p",t" ,,,,lti­
"."in~ ., d i",.,-,ily _ ,,,,,'~".'~i"~ !",~,~. ",,,
'1"-'" with m.my \'"in..."

Th" I'lur.,Ii""",, n. h"w.."..,. u n.I.', mi",,,
Ih., wnc.·pt "f 0 c"mm"" n.,t",,,h.,,>d in f.,·
,',"', of th,' n<~io" of., ,,~'idY whICh .,11",..,
f", ~ pl",,'Ii')' "t ",,,~·i.'Ii,,n', Thi, imph."
,h.m·d ".,Iu,·, ., ,,d I",m, "I ~" I ,,"~i "~

which ,h" uld '''~ t... ,ut.."d i'l.l,,'d to ,I",
nw th " I ., c"mn",,, n,lli"n h.,,>d "'hkh in·
r"TIn' oil " ;"w, " f ""'i,,n -hui ldlll~

Typi""1 "r th,' "I'I'",.l<' h "f ., plm ., Ii' t
d,·m,oc,.,,-y i, th" , it ""m""" t..,th th,' ",, ­
li" n" Ii " id,'" " I , h,· ""',,,'il,, t" I,,,ild ., ".,_
tI"" I>.,.....,j "n ,h., co' "wu.' n.·;, "f cull u,,' ••n<l
l"-,li'IC.,1 1"-'''','' ., nd th., n" " ,,n ,h.H ,h ..

s
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O NE "I ,I><> """'* I"",blr .n<l ,..~ic
..,.,.........I .I"'nlttoo.l too. , , " 1>.>,
f".-.;od , I>< 10",.., ."d ' kl ,'1< o f
Sou.h A.ric~... ,,, Ir _ .00 Ie~m

__ k> ~dl

Tht> -.-.......... .......Jor In ~........... «tn­
,,,, to.- A_ ~. '""'lu,Tftl • ,,",unn"lt
",,,po..incy dunnll: ,.... """I............ on '11o.r
futu 01Sc..-untv.OO l),of,.ft«' '" 0;,...,10. AI-
nc ·I>it... .... ;"'...<d '" l ......L> by lob ""
.00 , ANC ~I ,"" "nJ,~ M~y

F"r " ~ uk' kly "'"."'" d,·." Ih." '''''f<' i, .
" ,,,n ~ . nti . mihl.lrh' ...nel.'n,·. in Um ­
k"'""" w" Sl/W,· 1MKI . ,oJ ....., m.m. ,>I ,1>
"'..,,""'no.l, nol <.o.J"...". id....l,'*' witl>
...' kn- h.... "l\

A> ~'K <ltorl ,,; 11 Ch", I Yn, pul'J, iI.
, ........ ~.... 'nvul'-..-d ..........J ..__Ie ........ .....""""""y " of <-,-N.

n.r. ,>I "'" 0/ 'M .......
-... wloido. I>ro.>o.og'" "'P~h A'KI
\.IK~ 0/ ."" ...' ",'"h • 0.1"""""
.1><......d~' 'ndud'''l\ ( -"""" 1'0."",
"t1i<~",. ··"', I~nd .. <o1".....I~ . ""I"Aly
''''''1\i'''••nd .,'~d,,,,,i,,,. t<1,,,'<1 ...·ni'"
SADf "m" ,""'''''''pl,. R"(' ...., ,,' "',, .,nd
chu rch I,,,d, ,

Th.. p u rpt • "I , h., ,·""f,·",",,·.•' ",-
J""'-...'<I 1>]1 1<1 W ,.... ( '.1"-' " 'I\M>n.I10.1,-
re"',,, I"ic 1I" ,. ,n. , 1I>",o/..oIJ

FiNly. it w "J"'K" m'_...·· . T"ho.'
"'>po: W•• , , ~fl". i d~~ '''l\'''''''.
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