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ANGEL OR DEMON?

J
ACOB ZUMA’S inauguration
had been fixed for May 9, and
it should have been quite sim-
ple to arrange – in a normal
democracy.

If we had been in one, we public ser-
vants would have pored over the manual
without even knowing who would be
elected. Once candidates were nomi-
nated, we would have started to consult.
Our only interest would have been in the
real prospects and, if they won, what
they would have liked to see happen and
who they would invite.

In our case, this was not to be. The
focus of the ruling party was on restruc-
turing of the government rather than on
the transitional processes or ceremonial
issues. It had appointed a transitional
team to deal with proposed structural
and institutional changes around the
cabinet and portfolios, and state assets
and their management.

But President Kgalema Motlanthe
nonetheless kept Zuma, the president of
the ANC and its candidate for the Union
Buildings, informed all the way. Luthuli
House’s transitional team began to show
an interest in the ceremonial issues only
about three weeks before the inaugura-
tion. There were three main concerns.

Invitations would have to be sent out
to international guests who were close
to the ruling party and South African
guests who had supported it. Seating
arrangements and protocol matters were
absolutely critical. And then there would
be some wrestling over the interfaith-
prayers section of the ceremony, which
had become a feature of major state
ceremonies in democratic South Africa.

At that late stage, we certainly had
a time constraint on the matter of invita-
tions. There would of course be the
expected international protocol issues,
including dealing with the usual diplo-
matic sensitivities, but this was handled
without any serious challenges. 

I was surprised though that the mat-
ter of interfaith prayers became an issue.
I would have thought that should have
been the most straightforward of our
demands. Standard arrangements were
that all the major faith communities
were lit up on a panel of leaders invited
to lead the gathering in prayer, and the
National Religious Leaders’ Forum
(NRLF), which was the most representa-
tive of all the faiths in South Africa, was
requested to provide names of those who
would participate in the prayers.

The panel was expected to include one
person from each of the African tradi-
tional religions, the African indigenous
churches, the traditional mainstream
Christian churches, Islam and the Jewish
faith. Care is normally taken to ensure
that there is rotation from one inaugu-
ration to another among the different
traditions which share a faith stream.
Although each person selected to say
prayers has the freedom to pray the way
their religion prefers it, the prayers are
ultimately choreographed to keep within
protocol arrangements for the ceremony.

Suddenly, things were different.
The first message we received, pur-

portedly from the ruling party, was that
the panel should be changed as it was not
representative of the religious traditions
within South Africa. Of course, it would
be almost impossible to make it fully
representative.

The configuration we had was as rep-
resentative as one could have it. But after
a bit of probing, it became clear that the
issue was not about religious represen-
tivity after all, but about certain people
others wanted to see lead us in prayer.

This request created a difficulty for
us, as the arrangements for interfaith
prayers had to be done well in advance,
and involved consultations with the insti-
tutional structures representative of
these faiths. Also, at a state level, with-
drawing some clerics from the panel

without a good reason would be
problematic.

We referred the matter to Motlanthe,
who, after consultation, ruled that we
continue with the list that had already
been agreed upon.

At a leadership level, it was under-
stood that it would not be wise to anta-
gonise leading clerics of the faiths
affected.

The ANC, as a revolutionary party,
needed the support and co-operation of
all sectors of society to govern effectively.
This could not be based on whether a par-
ticularly person or interested group had
supported the party during the elections. 

Then came the matter of seating
arrangements for Thabo Mbeki. This,
too, should have been quite simple,
because protocol staff were expecting to
deal with Mbeki as a former president. 

It had apparently never occurred to
some of those who had participated
directly in seeing him removed from
office that they would have to relate to
him as a former president, in good stand-
ing with all the privileges that are the
right of former presidents.

The constitution specifically deals
with the status of presidents who were
removed from office either because of
“a serious violation of the constitution
or the law” or for “serious misconduct”.
In this case, such presidents would not
receive any benefits of that office, but
Mbeki was not removed on the basis of
these sections of the constitution.

He had resigned of his own accord,
based on the recall of his party, and his
resignation did not follow a motion of no
confidence in him by Parliament. So,
even if his being part of the ceremony
irked some, President Motlanthe and the
president of the ANC were firm about
this matter. Normal protocol would be fol-
lowed, whatever the peripheral feelings.
But then came an extraordinary event.

Motlanthe and Zuma had a discus-
sion, and a decision was made which had
an enormous impact on the country –
and on the international guests.

All the post-apartheid presidents
would be seated on the stage together
with the president and the president-
elect. This meant that former presidents
Mandela and Mbeki would sit side by
side, and the scene of those four men
apparently united in that way certainly
sent a positive message nationally and
globally. 

Despite everything that had hap-
pened, it demonstrated the maturity of
the ANC in dealing with difficult circum-
stances which could have destabilised the
country. It assured South Africans and
the world that the removal of Mbeki was
not going to lead to instability or chaos.
Whatever the anger and unhappiness on
both sides, the leadership had taken a
stand, beyond their personal interests, to
assure us of their commitment to peace.

The conferring of the prestigious
Order of Mapungubwe by Motlanthe on

Zuma as part of the handover ceremony
was also symbolic of peace – and this was
something which does not readily hap-
pen in many other African countries. 

There was a very telling observation
by one of the African heads of state after-
wards. He said it would be rare in Africa
for a president who had been in power for
only seven months to hand over power
like that. He quipped that, instead of the
conferring of the Mapungubwe Order,
the incumbent would have been harmed!

He believed too that the scene of three
former presidents and a new one
together on the stage was unique. It was
certainly dramatic.

“It can only happen in South Africa,”
he commented. And, indeed, it is true
that there are not many African coun-
tries which have former presidents in
their midst at all.

“Either they are dead or, if alive, are
in exile!” he rightly observed. It made me
once again appreciate our unique situa-
tion – it was possible, against all odds, for
our leaders to move beyond self-interest
for the common good.

In the same way that Mbeki had been
ready to leave office without any resist-
ance, Motlanthe was also ready to leave
the stage, and go home.

A few over-zealous apparatchiks had
demanded that Zuma be able to move into
Mahlamba Ndlopfu right after the inau-
guration for what they referred to as
“security reasons”. But this was unneces-
sary, and placed unreasonable demands
on Motlanthe.

Unfortunately, a message had reached
Motlanthe that he should pack up in the
morning, and he was indeed ready to do
that until we intervened. That would
have been irregular and unacceptable.

At that point, my role as director-
general became, as they say in Sesotho,
like a “thibang thibang” function. As
comrades, we had all been in the trenches

together. Now some of us were terribly
eager to cause pain. This “thibang

thibang” is very difficult to explain in
English. But the fact is that a lot of time
was spent stopping the acts of comrades
who were ready to hurt others.

Of course, in hindsight, I suspect it
might have been this “thibang thibang”

on my part that could have put me in
the bad books of those who have chosen
to block my career even outside the
public sector.

The rules about housing for presi-
dents, especially during the transition
period, are clear. Outgoing presidents
have 60 days to clear up and move
from the official residence. Normally, the
president releases one of the residences
– Cape Town or Pretoria – earlier, and
uses the other until the end of the two
months.

This made me think about other juris-
dictions and the way in which they
handle such transitions. The American
system is interesting. Their elections are
held at the beginning of November and
the new president is sworn in more than
two months later.

This gives outgoing presidents a
decent period in which to clear their
desks and move their belongings without
any pressure. Prescribing a particular
period also makes it possible for the pres-
ident-elect to be properly briefed before
they take over.

Our system does not provide for this.
A few months later I was still running
between Motlanthe and Mbeki, helping
them with the handover processes.

Throughout this time, I thought about
what had passed in the 13 years I had
been in government. I would soon move
on, although I would still work under
Zuma for almost two months in the
Presidency.

There had been so many complexities
during my time under Mbeki and Mot-
lanthe. These were indeed controversial,
to say the least. But, for now, one has to
say that, like Ghana’s great leader
Kwame Nkrumah, he sometimes walked
where angels feared to tread. Many have
forgotten that, aside from his personal
positions on HIV/Aids, Mbeki also chal-
lenged the pharmaceutical industry in
terms of its pricing and monopolies that
made antiretrovirals and other medi-
cines for developing countries more
expensive.

He also challenged the use of certain
medicines that was different from the
way in which they were used in devel-
oped countries. Key among the debates
was the matter of nevirapine. Taking on
the international pharmaceutical indus-
try was like taking on the Mafia.

And, when I look back on tough times
like those, I feel that, like Nkrumah, it
was probably Mbeki’s intellectual prow-
ess which sank him. It sucked him fur-
ther and further into dangerous territory. 

Honesty, perhaps, was his – and
Nkrumah’s – downfall. They could not
look at anything that bothered them and
keep quiet, however risky speaking up
may have been.

Our 2002 presidential visit to the US
was soon turned into a tour to drive us
towards a particular position on HIV and
Aids. And what I heard throughout our
meetings was that Mbeki’s life was at
great risk.

To the pharmaceutical industry,
every statement he made that questioned
the strategies and marketing of medi-
cines to developing countries was
dangerous. He was concerned. But if we
said no, this would mean a dramatic
reduction in the revenues and profits
of those pharmaceutical companies
internationally.

I returned from the US that year
afraid for the president. I realised that
the risk to his life would clearly be from
external forces rather than from his own
people. But that is another story.

WINDOWS TO THE SOUL: In a way, the thing that threatened the life of Thabo Mbeki the most was his honesty. But who could really ever know what he felt in those chaotic last days?  PICTURE: THEMBA HADEBE / AP

THE EXORCISTS

VS

THABO MBEKI

■ THE RECALL:
He resigns on request

■ THE DEMAND:
Go now! He complies

■ THE BETRAYAL
He bears with grace

Yet... the festering bloodlust in those who had participated
directly in seeing him removed from office is never sated...

resulting in an extraordinary change of protocol that would
have enormous impact on SA – all to fool the world into
thinking the ANC stood united in the wake of a crisis 

that, in truth, shook it to its very core.

NO HARD
FEELINGS: Jacob
Zuma is hugged
by Thabo
Mbeki during
Zuma’s
presidential
inauguration.  
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