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Executive Summary: 

The transition of South Africa from Apartheid to a democracy was largely peaceful, yet dramatic 
and exhilarating. The world watched as a miracle1  unfolded in the run-up to South Africa’s first 
democratic election in 1994. The process of national reconstruction will in contrast be 
painstaking and protracted. Today the world is again watching as South Africans try to come to 
terms with the massive challenges facing the nation as it strives to overcome the legacy of Apartheid 
and live up to its potential. 

The goal of this paper is to assist leaders in understanding the current state of the South African 
nation and its alternative future prospects, contingent on the action taken in the decades ahead. 
It is written with a view to inform leaders to be effective in bringing about the transformational 
change. 

There are two dimensions to the leadership challenge facing South Africa; the tangible relating to 
economic, political, and social issues, and the intangible relating to national identity and creating 
support from citizens as followers. 

We approach this dual question by reflecting briefly on South Africa’s historical context of the 
last century. Attention will be paid to the broad leadership eras, economic, and political 
developments, that marked the nations history. This provides the hue within which present 
trends are then considered in their social, economic and political dimensions. An analysis of 
driving forces is done of these trends in terms of their impact and uncertainty in order to produce 
a baseline and alternative future for South Africa to 2033. These two; the Business-as-Usual 
Future, and the Transformational Change alternative, provide an interpretive framework with 
which to contemplate the leadership challenge before civic, religious, and community leaders 
desiring to secure a desirable future for South Africa. 

Consideration is given to the role of national identity in the context of leadership, and an 
assessment is done of the state of South Africa’s national identity at present. Finally, three 
challenges facing leaders emerge in the coming decades. These can be categorized under the 
headings; the challenge for a leadership ethic, for a leadership mindset, and for the priorities of 
leadership. 

It becomes evident that South Africa is in need of leaders with integrity, resolve, and 
determination, who are able to provide rational, pragmatic, and innovative solutions to 
complex problems, while exercising enormous care in bringing opposing parties along on the 
journey. 

It is our hope that these thoughts go some way in inspiring and informing such leadership. 
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1. South Africa in Historical Context:

One cannot understand South Africa as it is today without a grasp of the nation’s history. 

The goal of this paper is to assess the challenge facing public sector, private sector and civic and 
religious leaders over the next 20 years. We do so by exploring the human future of South 
Africans in terms of national identity, and material (economic and social) and political 
conditions, against the backdrop of the leadership "eras" of  the last century. 

i. What is South Africa’s Leadership Legacy? 

We begin by reflecting on the leadership epochs that have shaped the nation, and with those in 
view, in light of current conditions, seek to understand what will be required of leaders if South 
Africa is to live up to the dream of a free, democratic, and non-racist nation2. So, what is South 
Africa’s legacy? 

South Africa has been subjected to a number of successive leadership "eras" over the last 
century, from the colonial "tug-of-war", to the Apartheid "police state", then that of post-
Liberation "Madiba Magic", and more recently the upheavals of "Zuma-gate". These eras have 
coincided with notable shifts in national identity among citizens3. They culminated in the 
“Rainbow Nation” meme that has served to bring partial psychological cohesion to a fragmented 
and distorted national self-perception. In contrast to the diverse yet united “rainbow”, the 
economic disparities between rich and poor, often along race lines, persist in South Africa.  In 
addition, resultant social ills continue to create a quagmire of the national dialogue and 
complicate the South Africa’s leadership environment. How did we get here? 
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South Africa passed through the hands of various groups, from the colonialist Europeans to the 
Afrikaner settler nation and ultimately to democratic rule by the first Black president, Nelson 
Mandela. In each of these eras, national leadership and subsequent public sector, private sector  
and civil and religious leadership was driven and maintained by contextual, historical nuances 
typical of the global times. 

The colonial rule of the previous century came at the tail end of British Imperialism, ending 
regionally with the Treaty of Vereeniging which marked the end of the Second Boer War 
between the Empire and local South Africans, particularly the Afrikaner Boers. The colonialist 
era was marked by a "tug-of-war" for sovereignty and independence, typical of the autocratic 
leadership prevalent globally at the time. Thereafter, the rise of Afrikaner Apartheid brought 
minority-rule to the region, with an increasingly encroaching "police-state" acting as a spearhead 
to a neo-democratic regime of racial dictatorship. This was done using draconian practices along 
racial lines, that thrived in opposition to perceived ideological threats such as communism and 
fascism. Elitist rule and "Big Man" leadership marked the era with strong nationalistic 
sentiments enabling the status quo. Ultimately the situation would prove to be untenable and 
would ultimately succumb to domestic and international pressure. 

The eventual release of Nalson Mandela from prison, and the unbanning of the African National 
Congress (ANC), one of a number of pan-Africanist movements at the time, opened the door to 
democratization in the land. Mandela's uncommon charisma and eventual statesmanship, 
enhanced by the efforts of the enigmatic Desmond Tutu and other such activists, combined to 
carve out an era of "Madiba magic" marked by optimism and unity, amid the pressures of 
uncertainty and unsettled scores as economic and social reconstruction began. 

President Thabo Mbeki, a introverted administrative leader, maintained course in the wake of 
these giants, until his extraordinary ousting by the populist Jacob Zuma. Being "recalled" by the 
ANC mid-term, Mbeki’s exit brought an end to the inebriating effects of Mandela, as the nation 
woke up to scandal after scandal involving the corruption of high-level leaders and eventually 
the tragic events of the Markana massacre and incidences of police brutality which made 
headlines recently. 

These eras are not equated to a person per se, but refer to the contextual interplay between the 
dominant economic, political, and social strands typical of the time. These events created the 
zeitgeist (spirit of the age) that allowed leaders of a particular nature to assert themselves. These 
leaders symbiotically embodied the "times" and manner in which they led. 

Good or bad, these eras set the stage for the coming decades wherein South African leaders must 
navigate the roadblocks of racial tensions, inequality, poverty, and unemployment. Amid 
divergent social, economic, and political forces and against the nuance of an emerging national 
identity, one may begin to contemplate the nature of the leadership challenge facing South Africa 
to 2033. 

SA’s LEADERSHIP CHALLENGE  to 2033

5



ii. What is South Africa’s Economic Track Record? 

Today scores of leaders across all sectors of society strive to bring about positive change. Yet the 
pace of change is proving to be too slow. This is seen in the rising social discontent manifested in 
the over 3000 protests in South Africa in the last four years mostly aimed at government 
bureaucracy and business interests4. 

South Africa is being affected by the globalization of post-modern values5, as the media drives 
the notions of consumerism and individualized aspiration, while millions still live excluded from 
the progressive mainstream of the New South Africa. 

Economically, South Africa's last century is a story about a flourishing colonial territory, 
conducive to exploration  and the export of basic resources to imperial overlords. The discovery 
of massive mineral deposits, especially gold and diamonds, sparked an extractive boom that 
altered the social landscape as unskilled workers flocked to earn meagre wages. Growing racial 
conflicts over economic participation resulted in the evolution of exploitive practices, 
discriminatory and preferential along racial lines. With the eventual political enfranchisement of 
democracy came the dawn of a dispensation of freedom. This led to the enactment of various 
policy attempts at reparative economics, such as the Reconstruction and Development Program 
(RDP), the Growth, Employment, and Redistribution Plan (GEAR), and more recently the 
National Development Plan (NDP) of the National Planning Commission. 
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iii. South Africa’s Political Evolution

Parallel to these economic epochs existed political dispensations that both enabled and resulted 
from economic drivers. Colonialism enabled imperialism's dominance by settler masters of 
British and Dutch decent. The mineral revolution saw the emergence of industrialist-
capitalism with the likes of Rhodes seizing power and, subsequent to the Anglo-Boer war, 
seeding it to the newly formed Boer-nation of Afrikaners. The racial supremacy inherent in 
segregationist ideologies opened the door to outright suppression of the Black majority and other 
groups, which would finally be alleviated after roughly 90 years of struggle through 
the humanitarianism and reconciliation of a progressive constitutional democracy. 

As these strands interacted to weave the national texture over time, various forms of leadership, 
of the best of kind and of the worst of kind, flourished. From the altruistic pacifism of Ghandi 
and resolute speaking of truth to power by Beyers Naude, to the hard-liner denialism of PW 
Botha and misguided aggression of Eugene Terreblanch, these times brought out the best and 
worst of leaders.
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2. Scanning Current Trends

We have looked at the eras of the last century that have shaped South Africa on the macro scale, 
we turn our attention to the present, and consider the trends shaping the nation at present. 

In order to do so we draw upon the Diagnostic Report of the National Planning Commission 
(NPC), a surprisingly candid and articulate prognosis of South Africa’s present fault-lines. 
According to the report, South Africa is making promising progress in some areas, but is 
severely challenged or even failing in others. We summarize these findings around five images 
representing the; socio-cultural, economic, political, technological and developmental,  as well as 
environmental dimensions of change. 

These findings provide a snapshot of the state of the nation and give useful insight in terms of the 
likely human future of the South African nation’s future alternatives over the next two decades. 
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i. The Social Dimensions

Perhaps the most prominent impact is the negative trend in human development due to the ailing 
education system. While billions have been spent on education since liberation in 1994, the 
shortage of infrastructure, lack of teacher accountability, overall poor standards of numeracy and 
literacy in primary and secondary schools and high levels of dropouts at all levels of the 
schooling system, imply a future where lack of education hampers human development and 
negatively strains economic growth. This (in conjunction with the contextual effects of safety 
and security concerns and downward health standards due to endemics such as HIV, TB, and 
infectious diseases) spell trouble for peaceful progress within human communities. The social 
fabric is further frayed by high levels of migrancy and urbanization, where increases in 
population density within communities contrast with family breakdown and have resulted in 
higher child vulnerability. The social exclusion and other racial and in-group-out-group divisions 
hamper the ability of individuals to achieve upward mobility. 

To interpret these trends in terms of their implications for leadership, we imagined the 
stereotypical Needy South African (below) as he/she would have to be understood and engaged 
effectively in the decades to come. 

While millions of South Africans do of course not fall within this category, the bulging cohort of 
young South Africans who do, make the stereotype relevant. The Needy South African that must 
be led through the challenging period from 2013 to 2033 can be described as a "young person 
with little or no education or skill, who feels disconnected from his/her community and 
environment, disengaged from society at large and prejudiced towards those different from 
them. He/She feels vulnerable, poorly sheltered and at risk, struggling  with ill health, and 
often go hungry. While being a migrant, distanced from the familiar, he/she is a parent who 
long with aspiration for a western-style consumer life.”
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ii. The Economic Dimension 

To understand the plight of the Needy South African one must look at the economic situation in 
which they find themselves. This is crucial for leaders interested in transformation and who want 
to gain adequate insight required to bring about change. Due to historical trends, South Africa is 
today largely dependent on the export of commodities such as coal, iron ore and more recently 
platinum and its related products. The implications are that the economy employs thousands of 
semi- and low skilled workers in mines across the country. The rich mineral reserves under 
South Africa’s soil are a treasure that could be used to catapult South Africa into a future of 
post-mining affluence. However, the developmental potential of the extractive sector would have 
to be harnessed amid opposing pressures for redistribution. 

A major challenge facing the economy is the lack of skill among the labour force. Traversing the 
industrialization required to diversify the economy and develop the knowledge economy of the 
future, promises to be extremely difficult. Labour relations are strained and burdened in addition 
by cumbersome and complex legislation and regulation that helps to make South Africa 
uncompetitive internationally. Thus results in South Africa losing ground as a destination for 
investment in manufacturing, a sector that is labour intensive and could solve the nation’s 
unemployment crisis. While strides have been made in strengthening the South African Revenue 
Service, the small tax base, whose taxes provide a social safety net for the scores of poor, is 
unsustainable. In essence, widespread poverty and unemployment mean that social exclusion 
remains untenably hight. These challenges are exasperated by aging and limited infrastructure 
that hamper business operations and keep job seekers from opportunities. While an additional 10 

million South Africans enjoy formal housing now, the 
limitations on arable land for food production imply rising 
cost of living for the decades ahead. In the short and medium 
term difficult trade-offs would have to be made as 
government and businesses negotiate the compact needed to 
ensure that growth is achieved while business viability isn’t 
undermined. 

The South African economy (left) can be thought of as a 
Finite Economy over the next two decades. For the Needy South 
African, opportunities are scarce. There is fierce competition 
from immigrants and local migrants for menial jobs that 
provide scant wages from which to make a living in a harsh 
environment. The progress in the delivery of basic services 
such as running water and electricity began from such a low 
base, that today there remains large and sprawling sections of 
the population where the indecency resulting from poverty is 
acute. To these South Africans, protest and angry mob 
movements are an attractive outlet for their frustration. 

From a leadership point of view, more than profit-seeking entrepreneurship is required. Business 
leaders must accommodate development as central to the paradigm with which they conceive of 
their enterprise. In such a paradigm employment morphs to include training, often in basic 
competencies and skills. So too, remuneration involves enfranchisement to the spoils of industry, 
often for those who would otherwise be edged out by pure market forces. Business in South 
Africa would need to be largely a humanitarian activity leveraging progress in the service of 
development. 
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iii. The Political Dimension 

Another factor which leadership will have to content with in the coming decades, is the state of 
political affairs in the nation. While strides have been made in the entrenchment of democratic 
institutions, many South Africans presently feel that their voices are not being heard. The 
vibrant civil society of the upper strata is not matched by the middle and lower groups, the poor 
resorting to protest action to voice their grievances. The shortcomings of the government in 
terms of service delivery, exasperated again by the low base from where these began, have 
resulted in the affluent relying on privately funded alternatives in terms of health, education, and 
security. This has bred a vast gap between the quality of life enjoyed by the haves versus the 
degradation often encountered by the poor. 

The needed transformation of the public service, post-liberation, has resulted in constant 
organizational turbulence within its structures and weakened the capacity to implement the 
resultantly fluid policy. Disparities in resources and capacity between national, provincial, and 
local government mean that inequalities are perpetuated systemically by alternative virtuous and 
vicious cycles. This is accentuated by endemic corruption where up to 25% of government 
procurement is wasted through mismanagement. Political infighting and cadre deployment have 
wreaked havoc with important sections of the public service, especially education and 
healthcare. Additional tactical errors made a decade ago, such as the closing of teacher training 
and nursing colleges that has impoverished the skills bases in these sectors. 

South Africa is facing a time of Treacherous Politics which will last for at least a decade if not more. 

For the Needy South African this implies an era of lack of trust in the very leaders responsible for 
their upliftment. Promises are made of housing, clean water, sanitation, and other living 
essentials, only to see public servants in shiny cars and elaborate houses binge on the spoils of 
political connectedness. Where the aggressive outcry in the media by the affluent angers the 
political elites, the viral outbursts by disorganized protestors erode the legitimacy of 
democratically elected officials. The Needy South African dreams of the promises enshrined in a 
constitution that is overshadowed by the short-termism and self-interest of morally corrupt 
opportunists.  
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iv. Are we South Africans? 

In a study on "South African-ness Among Adolescents: The Emergence of a Collective Identity 
Within the Birth to Twenty Cohort", published in the Journal of Early Adolescence this  is 
addressed.

This is pertinent since these youngsters include mostly "born-frees" who were born during or 
after liberation. 

Research which spanned 17 years, among 3273 children born in the early 1990s, around the time 
of Nelson Mandela's release from prison (Norris, Richter, & Fleetwood in Shane et al, 2008), 
found the emergence of a South African collective (national) identity, with differing levels of 
adherence among race groups in terms of: "self-categorization" as "South African's", the 
"centrality of their personal, racial, linguistic, and South African identities in their self-
definition", and "their perceptions of South African life and society" (Shane et al, 2008). This 
group has been referred to colloquially as "Mandela's Children" and they are set to be the adults 
at the core of South African society over the next two decades. 

Notably, Black children tend to be more certain of their South African identity, more prone to 
forms of collective identity, and more positive in their outlook about life in South Africa and the 
society in general. White children, on the other hand, were found to be less certain of their South 
African identity, more prone to individualized forms of identity, and more negative about life in 
South Africa and society at large. Coloured and Indian children tended to rank between black 
and white children in terms of these indicators (Shane et al, 2008).

As these children pass into adulthood in the next two decades, this divergent trend among South 
African children in terms of their national identity, amid the ongoing democratization process of 
the nation, has contextual implications for civic and religious leaders. The persisting state of 
South Africa as a racially stratified society, where the white minority are generally privileged 
compared to the black majority, constitutes a volatile backdrop against which these socio-
psychological nuances will play out.

While levels of national unity and "in-group" versus "out-group" tolerance has increased radically 
since the 1990s, inter-group contact and social integration remain limited. Migration of 
previously disadvantaged groups into previously "white-only" suburbs post a diversity challenge 
likely to be more difficult for parents than their children growing up in this context. One 
particular counter-trend in this regard is the non-diversification of historically "black schools". 
This, amid the emergence of a "Coca-cola" culture  as "new role models", "economic structures", 
"and dominance of Western ideologies" ... "promote an ideological shift from collectivism to 
individualism among many black youths", resulting in a "...worldview informed by American 
individualism, competition, and individualistic aspirations" (Stevens & Lockhat in Shane et al, 
2008). This is accelerated within upwardly mobile Black groups where exposure to these 
influences are more acute. Shane et al (2008) claim that, apart from "identity cohesion", "role 
confusion" and the loss of affinity with traditional sources of identity are at times the result of 
this shift which is driven by the contextual influences of this "socio-historical period". 

In contrast, white youngsters experiencing the decline of dominance within their cultural group 
in terms of political and economic power, have to make sense of higher levels of "competition" 
due to Black Economic Empowerment (BEE), and they potentially develop "resentment" and 
"ambivalence" to their South African identity (Shane et al, 2008). 
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The "Rainbow Nation", which subsumes unity amid diversity, is faced with having to recreate 
itself, while having to come to terms with competing "racial", "linguistic", "religious", 
"occupational", and "personal" identity domains (Shane et al, 2008). Not only do race groups 
rank these domains differently in terms of importance, but perceive the national condition 
differently as a result, and attest to differing levels of trust in government as a outflow of these 
sentiments (Shane et al, 2009). 

This trend in national identity formation will shape national discourse, the political and social 
environment, and pose a unique set of leadership challenges as South Africa is faced with the 
normalization of the tri-part legacy of Apartheid, which is; poverty, inequality, and 
unemployment. 
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3. Driving Force Analysis: What is Shaping SA? 

South Africa is facing massive and enduring challenges and there is simply no silver-bullet 
solution that can address all of them with immediacy. An accurate and robust understanding of 
the problem does, however, constitute a starting point to developing a viable strategic response. 

i. Forces of Social Change
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Analysis: 

The social forces and 
conditions at work in the 
South African society 
indicate that the nation 
will  be greatly affected by  
worker migration and 
regional immigration. 
Youngsters, struggling to 
make the school-to-work 
transition, and who are 
b u r d e n e d b y p o o r 
childhood experiences 
due to rapid urbanization 
and the densification of 
settlements, will find it 
difficult to make sense of 
t h e i r w o r l d . P o o r 
education and a rising 
cost of living  adding to 
the ir despair.  These 
effects will not be helped 
b y  m a r g i n a l 
improvements in health 
care, as lingering  racial 
divides feed a general 
sense of frustration. 

Declining Sense-Making/Identity
(5.4)

Improving Security
(4,3)

Rising Food Prices
(4,4.5)

Weak Food Security
(5,4)

Fledgeling Health System
(4,3.5)

Decline of HIV
(3.4)

Increased Lifestyle Diseases
(3.4)

Passive Citizenry
(5.4)

Poor Education Outcomes
(4,4.5)

Stagnating Self-Efficacy
(3.3)

Lingering Racial Divide
(2.5.4)

Lingering Gender Inequality
(1.5,3.5)

Challenges - School to Work
Transition

(5,5)

Stabilizing Youth Population
(3.5,5)

Increased Child Vulnerability
(5.4)

Continued Social Exclusion
(5.4)

Declining Family Unit
(5,3.5)

Lingering Informal Settlements
(4.5.5)

Regional Migration / Immigration
(5.5)

Urbanization/Settlement 
Densification

(4.5.5)



ii. Forces of Economic Change 

SA’s LEADERSHIP CHALLENGE  to 2033

15

Analysis: 

The economic forces 
affecting  South Africa at 
present relate strongly to 
the nature of the current 
r e s o u r c e - d e p e n d e n t 
e c o n o m y, w h i c h i s 
vulnerable to external 
boom-bust cycles. High 
u n e m p l o y m e n t , 
reinforced by rigid labour 
l a w s t h a t a c t a s 
d i s i n c e n t i v e s t o 
i n v e s t m e n t w h i l e 
bols ter ing unionism, 
prevent the impact of 
poverty and inequality 
from being addressed. 
These are enhanced by 
dwindling international 
competitiveness, driven 
by low skills levels among 
l abore r s , ho ld back 
growth.  The underlying 
m o v e m e n t f o r l a n d 
r e d i s t r i b u t i o n a n d 
p e r s i s t e n t r a c i a l 
i n e q u a l i t y , w h i l e 
c h a n g i n g  s l o w l y , 
entrenches divisions, 
alongside the effects of 
spacial  constraints that 
prevent access to work 
and education. While 
increased access to basic 
s e rv i ces and forma l 
housing  lay a foundation 
for growth, economic 
g r o w t h a t t h e p a c e 
needed for real change is 
unlikely. 

Dwindling Int. 
Competitiveness

(5, 5)

Poor, Inadequate 
Infrastructure

(4, 4.5)

Spacial Constraints (Gov)
(3.5, 4.5)

Fixed Investment
(4.5, 4)

Access to Basic Services
(5, 4)

Land Availability Limitations
(4, 5)

Land Redistribution
(5, 5)

Decreased Racial Inequality
(4.5, 5)

Unemployment, State Dependance
(5, 4.5)

Resource Dependance
(3, 5)

Vulnerability to 
Boom-Bust Cycle

(5, 5)
Effective Taxation

(5, 4.5)

Unskilled Labour Force
(5, 4)

Rigid Labour Laws
(4.5, 5)

Spacial Constrains (Labour)
(5, 3.5)

Anti-coal Sentiment Int.
(3.5, 5)

Meek Economic Performance
(5, 4)

Formal Housing Expansion
(4, 5)

Widespread Poverty, Inequality
(5, 4.5)

Stagnant Social Mobility
(4.5, 4)



iii. Forces of Political Change 
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Analysis: 

The political forces at work 
in South Africa will have a 
massive impact on the future 
of the country as soaring 
corruption and cronyism 
w e a k e n t h e s t a t e a n d 
u n d e r m i n e d e l i v e r y . 
Continued cadre deployment 
and political interference 
destabilizes administration 
and leads to a diminished 
sense of civil control among 
citizens. This reinforces the 
privatized alternatives to 
public services that drain the 
state’s ability to meet needs 
equally. Weaknesses within 
the executive, including a 
lack of accountability and a 
f u t u r e s k i l l s v a c u u m , 
coupled with rapid policy 
alternations lower state 
effectiveness and reduces 
e f fi c i e n c y . D u e t o 
i n e q u a l i t i e s b e t w e e n 
provinces, both financially 
and in terms of human 
resource capacity, strides 
made in the entrenchment of 
political institutions and the 
p r e s e r v a t i o n o f a 
independent jud ic iary, 
achieve little in terms of 
alleviating  the large and 
press ing  needs o f the 
populous. 

Vibrant Media
(4.5, 5)

Diminishing Sense of 
Control
(5, 4.5)

Inadequate Civil Access
(4, 4)

Political Influence in
Public Service

(5, 5)

Rapid Policy Changes
(5, 4,5)

Cadre Deployment
(5, 5)

Public Personnel Crisis 
(5, 4.5)

Racial Politics
(3, 3)

Entrenchment of Political
Institutions

(4, 4)

Lack of Accountability
(Public Servants)

(5, 4.5)Unequal Provincial 
Capacity

(5, 4)
Poor Delivery 
(Coordination)

(5, 4)

Unstable 
Public Service

(5, 5)

Corruption, Cronyism
(5, 5)

Private Substitutes 
(Social Services)

(4.5, 5)

Independent Judiciary
(4.5, 4.5)



iv. Forces of Technological and Developmental Change 
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Analysis: 

The forces of technological 
and developmental change in 
South Africa are most likely 
to affect the affluent, as 
investment in information 
t e c h n o l o g y d r i v e s 
connectedness and the digital 
revolution. Only mobile 
technology trickles down to 
the poor and among the 
black majority, with limited 
impact as a shortfall in basic 
l i t e racy and numeracy 
competencies undermine the 
foundation for development. 
Overall , the disconnect 
between business sector 
needs and educa t iona l 
outcomes, reinforces the 
a l r e a d y s t a g n a t i n g 
innovation levels. 

Investment in ITC
(4, 5)

Proliferation of Mobile 
(5, 5)

Disconnected Training 
and Business Sector

(4, 4)

Shortfall in Basic 
Competence

(5, 4)

Racial Divergence in 
Education

(5, 5)

Stagnating Innovation
(4.5, 4)



v. Forces of Environmental Change 
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Analysis: 

The forces of change which 
affect the environment in 
S o u t h A f r i c a a r e l e s s 
prominent than the economic 
and political ones, but are 
e x t r e m e l y i m p o r t a n t i n 
shaping  the future of the 
country. Overall, deteriorating 
environmental integrity will 
a f f e c t a l l s e c t o r s a n d 
industries,  as water constraints 
approach.  Agriculture in 
particular will be effected by 
climate change related rainfall 
variability. While efforts are 
m a d e t o r a i s e t h e 
environmental conditions of 
citizens, spacial constraints 
and increasing demands placed 
o n s y s t e m s , i n d i c a t e 
problematic trends towards 
unsustainable demand and 
resultant shortages. 

Deteriorating Environmental 
Perception

(3.5, 4)

Housing / Spacial Paradoxes
(4.5, 4.5)

Deteriorating Environmental 
Integrity

(5, 5)

Approaching Water Constraints
(5, 4,5)

Rising Rainfall Variability
(5, 4)



4. Baseline and Alternative Futures

i. Business-as-usual: The Probable Future 

The aforementioned trends imply a baseline future where a large portion of the population is 
frustrated and angry due to their material conditions and inability to escape poverty. The low 
level of skill and education prevent millions from meaningfully contributing to the economy, 
leaving them indefinitely dependent on 
the state. The slow economic 
growth that results from a 
sustained resource-based, 
e x p o r t o r i e n t a t e d 
e c o n o m y , l i m i t s 
opportunities for half the  
population. Desperate 
policies that seek short-
term growth result in 
regressive commitments 
to foreign interests. As 
social strains and economic upheavals 
are prolonged, the political landscape 
turns increasingly populist and ugly, 
with plutocrats enjoying the excessive 
benefits of a system geared to self-
enrichment and exploitation. 

ii. Transformational Change: The Alternative

Should dominant trends shaping South Africa today be reversed, a f u t u r e b e c o m e s 
possible that can be characterized by Bridge Building. 

In this alternative future, citizens would 
regain hope as they increasingly 
participate in building the South 
Africa of tomorrow. As they 
become independent and 
empowered, the diminishing 
burden on the state would 
allow for investment in 
d e v e l o p m e n t a l 
o b j e c t i v e s , s u c h a s 
infrastructure. Rapid 
economic growth would raise 
millions out of unemployment and 
poverty as opportunities expand, and 
lead to progressive economic prospects 
that can be 
sustained in the long term. In such a 
scenario politicians would increasingly 
add value, choosing a rational 
and dignified path to civic leadership. 
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regressive

limited

unemployable

dependent

exploitive

slow

angry

populist

ugly

progressive

expansive

participatory

independent

value-
adding

rapid

hopeful

dignified

rational



5. Implications for Leaders in the Public, Private as well as Civic and Religious, Spheres

i. What is the Role of Collective Identity?

Collective Identity has been described as an "indispensable concept of cultural and political 
sociology needed in order to theorize ... about value-orientated collective action” (Giesen and 
Eder in Kantner, 2006). It refers to the "deep convictions" of actors, encompassing properties like 
values, traditions, culture, morality, religious beliefs (Kantner, 2006)6. 

This means that collective identity, and national identity in the case of South Africa, serves as a 
mechanism to unite. It provides a metal framework of understanding, of sense-making, and 
cohesion, within which cooperation and partnership can be forged. As Walzer (in Kantner, 2006) 
explains: 

"we need conceptual tools in order to handle those 'thick' ethical convictions for which 
members of a community sometimes do fight passionately and for which they might be 
willing to make sacrifices."7 

The role then of collective identity in the national project, is understood to "provide a common 
evaluative ground..." upon which to build together.  As a "resource", it "gets eaten up in everyday 
political conflicts and unfortunately cannot be arbitrarily produced (Böckenförde in Kanther, 
2006). This points to the crucial role of collective identity in leading South Africa towards a 
desired future, while pointing to the dangers that fragmentation and alienation pose. 

The main reason this is so pertinent in a South African context is, as it has been argued in the 
case of the European Union in terms of governance, while "a strong [national] identity is not a 
functional precondition for legitimate everyday democratic governance...", "in extraordinary 
situations and in order to institutionalize integration in ethically sensitive policy fields it is 
necessary that ... citizens discursively agree on an ethical self-understanding of their way of 
life" (Kantner, 2006). South Africa is just such as context requiring change in sensitive policy 
areas and collective identity oils the wheels in times when change is difficult. 

Further (such an identity to exist) a "shared material understanding of a ... life form" and in 
addition, "a common interpretation of ... history" (Habermas in Kantner, 2006) is needed. This 
dynamic affects, amongst other dimensions, the; constitutional policy, "culturally specific 
interpretations of universal principles", agreed "collective projects" and "rules under which the 
members of the national political community come to solve their conflicts in all other policy 
fields", and reflects the "historical defeats or victories of certain societal groups" (Habermas in 
Kantner, 2006). As such, "it is widely accepted that the legitimacy of ... welfare provisions 
depends on the social identities which forster the acceptance of moral duties and compliance 
with the common good" (Kantner, 2006). 

South Africa’s challenging immediate future will require leadership that creates culture, leadership 
that is by nature collectivist, that is able to mobilize divergent interests in a shared purpose. As 
Kantner (2006) argues, "For the establishment of far-reaching collective projects, a weak 
collective identity in the sense of a "we" might not be sufficient. Feeling “South African”, has 
never been more crucial to the future of the nation than it is today.
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6 Kantner, C. (2006). Collective Identity as Shared Ethical Self-Understanding. The Case of the Emerging European Identity. European Journal 
of SOcial Theory. 9(4): 501-523. Sage Publications: London. Thousand Oaks, CA and New Deli.



ii. Navigating South Africa’s Leadership Challenge

Challenge 1: The Challenge for a Leadership Ethic

The leadership challenge facing South Africa is one of hard, prolonged and practical work. It 
will take uncommon patience and a resilient disposition of hope to affect the deep levels of 
systemic  and developmental change needed to create a preferred future. Leaders will need to 
inspire the ‘haves’ to give, the ‘have-nots’ to persevere and tap into the motivations of South 
Africans across sectors, moving them to join hands in constructive participation. 

South Africa requires a future-orientation that seeks opportunity and builds intentionally. 
Leaders will need to have a all-hands-on-deck approach, which does not exclude anyone from 
responsibility, and values the contribution made by all, no matter how small. Underlying all 
initiatives, must be an attitude of forgiveness and reconciliation that recognizes the wounds of 
the past, while mustering the resources to overcome their alienating effects. 

Only the highest ethical standards will suffice, as leaders with the means to self-enrich, are called 
upon to uplift others. The foundation stone of such leadership must be integrity of the highest 
order, and that cannot be betrayed no matter the cost, which is rooted in conviction and clarity of 
purpose. Through such leadership, a national movement toward moral regeneration must be 
inspired. Leaders must seek to model and instill the values common to the faiths and beliefs of all 
South Africans. This will involve the mobilization of traditional beliefs and customs in order to 
wisely navigate the contemporary questions of the modern age.  

South Africa will require leaders that are unifiers in everything they do. This means accepting 
diversity, rooted in constitutionalism and placing human rights and common humanity, as well as 
non-tribalism above all else. Central to such leadership must be dignity, first of leaders 
themselves, then the capacity to recognize the dignity of others even in the most contrary 
circumstances. This implies a commitment to non-violence, whether criminal, protest, or by 
security forces. This must be balanced with the need for a strong and enduring clampdown on 
lawlessness which will be challenging, but critical. 

In terms of core competencies, the ability to dialogue across divides of any kind, while valuing 
altering perspectives and remaining committed to views that are well informed, will be crucial. 

There will be a need for a culture of generosity both within communities and across historic 
divides. Leaders will need to act as coaches, provide supportive relationships and environments 
for the vulnerable and ill-equipped to experiment and succeed, while being guided to higher 
degrees of achievement. 

Leaders in civil society must engaged and be articulate while using their freedom of speech 
responsibly in seeking the common good and holding those in positions of power accountable. 

Many of the pragmatic challenges cannot be overcome unless leaders reenforce a sense of 
belonging for all South Africans. To achieve this leaders may be required to educate white 
youngsters about the plight of many of their black counterparts and encourage tolerance among 
blacks who may not fully appreciate the frustration of whites who experience their own forms of 
exclusion. Sensitive as this may be, cross-cultural exchange and increasingly, cross-class 
exchange will need to be facilitated. 
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Challenge 2: The Challenge for a Leadership Mindset

The greatest leadership challenge will likely be educating and re-training the populous. This will 
require leaders who, themselves, value education, and are committed to the cost and lengthy time 
frame inherent in all form of education. This further implies incentivizing education where 
needed, both amoung teachers and students, to ensure ever-improving outcomes. 

Leaders will require a global perspective that shows understands of economic and business 
decisions in their globalized and interconnected context. This involves accepting the complexities 
and ambiguities of trans-national cultures and movements, and being able to leverage strategic 
advantages for the furthering of national interests. 

Leadership will need to be orientated towards practical inclusion at all levels, and constantly 
seek ways of enabling participation by those who cannot access opportunities of their own 
accord, even when initiatives such as these are not yet able to add value to a meaningful degree. 
In this way, outsiders must be up-skilled by integrating a developmental agenda in all productive 
work. 

Pragmatism will require a rejection of ideology, especially in economic terms, seeking the best 
alternatives amidst trade-offs that are simply unavoidable. 

Leaders must be at the forefront of healthy national discourse. 

Health education will be required on a national scale to ensure that the endemics of the present 
are not replaced by lifestyle diseases in the future. 

Challenge 3: The Challenge of Leadership Priorities 

Leaders will need to be bold and will to take risks, while ensuring that a stabilizing long-term 
view is kept at all times. Nowhere will this be more crucial than in terms of policy stability. 

The South African situation will require a unique level of planning, whereby the divergent 
interests of opposed or vastly dispersed parties, can be considered and accommodated within a 
harmonious, though pragmatic, whole. This will require a capacity for strategy and extreme 
levels of coordination. This is particularly important where regional planning is concerned, 
which must come to terms with resource and infrastructural inequalities across provincial 
boundaries. This includes planning for and securing water and other life-sustaining resources, as 
well as assuring food security while taking a reconciliatory approach to land reform. 

Leaders will need to exhibit environmental sensibility, balancing economic and developmental 
interests against questions of sustainability in ecological terms. 

Business leaders and decision makers in general will need to be entrepreneurial, seek to 
capitalize on opportunities, being will to take the losses and gains inherent in pioneering 
endeavors. This will include the need for micro-enterprises that meet needs at grassroots levels, 
and foster employment opportunities and economic growth from the ground up. All forms of 
rent-seeking must be strongly avoided and the growth potential of South Africa realized for the 
many, not the few. 
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The state and the various unions groupings will need to agree to a reasonable amount of 
deregulation of labour in order to incentivize business domestically and abroad, to make South 
Africa an investment destination of choice. 

Leaders in the public sector must be aggressive in improving public sector efficiency. The 
bureaucratic nature of government, tending to inefficiency, will require a prolonged and 
professional commitment to the ideal of an effective public service. Along with efficiency is the 
need for accountability and responsibility that ensure mismanagement and corruption is stamped 
out and kept out, while cronyism is prevented through systems and independent processes. 

Simultaneously, public sector leaders will need to create and sustain compacts and partnerships 
with business and civil society in order to negotiate the terms of shared growth. 

While historically sensitive, reasonable immigration reform will be crucial if South Africa is to 
balance the impacts of regional instabilities with domestic priorities. 

Across society, the business sector and government, a developmental agenda must inform all 
projects and practices. The developmental shortcomings of South Africa, particularly in terms of 
skills in the labour sector, will necessitate two decades of restorative investment to achieve the 
massive capacity development required to empower the population. 

Economically leadership is needed that incentivizes diversification, is needed to take South 
Africa beyond resource-dependence. In this regard, special attention must be paid to the use of 
information technologies and other digital solutions to overcome spacial and infrastructural 
constraints typical of the context. 

Conditions must be created to attract investment and foreign direct investment in particular, 
without which South Africa does simply not have the means to self-transform fast enough. This 
implies fiscal discipline and difficult but crucial trade-offs politically. 

Leaders must be committed to recognize and strengthen democratic institutions, uphold non-
interference in the judiciary and crucially, maintain non-interference across the administrative 
structures of government. What must be encouraged is a firm meritocracy, whereby able and 
deserving public servants are employed and promoted. 

Leaders must prevent welfare dependance by attaching social support to criteria and incentive 
schemes that are economically progressive and constructive. 

On a social and community level family reconstruction will be required, to rebuild the primary 
unit of social stability and inculturation. This will ensure the robustness of the social fabric for 
future generations. 
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6. Conclusion

In essence, South Africa’s leadership challenge to 2033 will be one of Bridge Building, seeking 
constructive partnership and cooperation between parties, while achieving mobility through 
adoption, of schools, businesses and children, and sustaining their development. Such leaders will 
need to develop creative integrated projects that meet the complex needs of South Africans in 
innovative and efficient ways, leveraging local talent, resources, and ingenuity. This will involve 
incentivizing innovation through centers of excellence where needed, and as stated above, 
facilitated participation of the formerly excluded. 

It is the work of leadership to provide the psychological, existential and practical tools to unify 
and move South Africans as one. To unite citizens from diverse backgrounds and contexts, 
towards worthwhile and beneficial goals. To foster and agitate for the achievement of a shared 
vision of a productivity, inclusiveness, and well being for all. 
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Nelson Mandela Bridge, Johannesburg, South Africa


