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Preface

The Mapungubwe Institute for Strategic Reflection (MISTRA) was conceived in late 2009; work on its 
establishment commenced in late January 2010; and it began functioning in March 2010. It was formally 
launched, however, in March 2011 at an event held at The Castle in Kyalami, Johannesburg. The launch 
event took the form of a gala dinner followed by a two-day conference. 

South Africa’s Deputy President, Kgalema Motlanthe, gave the keynote address at the dinner. The dinner was 
also addressed by Professor Dominick Salvatore, Director of the PhD Programme in Economics at Fordham 
University, as well as by the Chairperson of the MISTRA Board, Professor Sibusiso Vil-Nkomo, Chairperson 
of the MISTRA Council of Advisors, Jenny Cargill, and MISTRA Executive Director, Joel Netshitenzhe. Awards 
were also presented to MISTRA’s founding donors. Entertainment was provided by Jonas Gwangwa.

The key focus of the two-day conference that followed was on presenting and unpacking the first eight 
priority research projects that MISTRA planned to undertake. The keynote address at the conference was 
given by the late Professor Dani Nabudere of the Marcus Garvey Pan-Afrika Institute.

MISTRA takes pleasure in issuing this commemorative publication of the Institute’s public launch, which 
contains the key inputs made at the launch events.
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Message f rom Jenny Cargi l l
CHAIRPERSON,  MISTRA COUNCIL  OF ADVISORS

South Africa’s short history of democracy has produced a tapestry of a country with resilience, energy and 
passion to make a success of transformation, woven with many more challenges than ever anticipated. 
Today is no less testing than 1994. The global environment of which we are an integral part is volatile, 
uncertain and complex, with intensifying socio-economic pressures amidst climate change and resource 
scarcity. The launch of MISTRA therefore is most timely. It offers to contribute to strengthening the 
intellectual foundation that every society needs to transcend such challenges. Particularly important is the 
commitment of MISTRA to creating knowledge and understanding across the broad range of issues that 
impact on our progress; to encouraging a diversity of views, underpinned by strong partnerships; and to 
taking the long-term view so necessary to deal with the future.
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Message f rom Prof  Vi l -N k omo
CHAIRPERSON,  MISTRA BOARD OF GOVERNORS

A culture of thinking and a quest to reach new vistas of knowledge is a catalyst for the development 
of any society and the advancement of human civilisation. At the Mapungubwe Institute we strive to 
contribute to strategic research and thinking for the long-term development interests of South Africa and 
the continent. We believe in the rich human capital that exists in South Africa in all spheres of knowledge 
and research and, if optimally used, South Africa must realise its full potential as a nation that thrives. 
MISTRA serves both as a platform for intellectual reflection and a reservoir of new knowledge. This is done 
through proper mentoring of young researchers and the effective use of institutional memory.
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Welcome address  by 
Joel  Netsh i tenzhe
EXECUTIVE DIREC TOR,  MISTRA

If, Deputy President, you have noticed a few glistening eyes, particularly among MISTRA leaders and 
staff, please be assured that there is no need to be concerned. No one has prematurely partaken in any 
prohibited or restricted substance. The fact of experiencing the consummation of an idea that started as a 
dream can be truly overwhelming. 

When we launched on this journey as a few acquaintances just over a year ago, we were as much 
testing our own resilience as we were acting out a belief that South Africa’s intellectual community and 
corporate citizens do appreciate that which is good for our country. 

From convincing the core founding donors, whom we honour today, to take the plunge and part 
with valuable resources for something that existed only in the heads of idealists; assembling academics, 
researchers and policy practitioners to brainstorm the MISTRA idea; workshops to identify long-term and 
priority research projects; to operationalising the research project teams, and now this launch, we have 
traversed a journey that has generated pain and joy, despair and ecstasy, all mixed in one.

I wish particularly to acknowledge the Chairperson, Ms Jenny Cargill, and other members of the MISTRA 
Council of Advisors; as well as the Chairperson, Prof Sibusiso Vil-Nkomo, and other members of the 
MISTRA Board of Governors for your guidance and wise counsel over the past few months. Our profound 
appreciation goes to Professor Dominick Salvatore and Professor Dani Nabudere who graciously agreed to 
travel long distances to join us in these launch events. 

And so, if you see glistening eyes, it is because the moment of birth does invoke its own mixed emotions. 
Not least among these is the realisation that the end of the labour of birth also means the beginning of 
the journey of real life. 

In the debates that we have had over the past 12 months, a few questions have become a common 
refrain: Why concern yourselves with research when we all know that what the country desperately needs 
is implementation? Is this initiative at all sustainable, both in terms of content and resources? Is MISTRA not 
undertaking too many projects all at the same time? 

We cannot claim to have developed convincing answers to all these and other probing questions. But 
of this we can be certain: (to paraphrase a colleague) South Africa needs more and not less research. 
Even in relation to the challenges of implementation in the public sector, there is need comprehensively 
to interrogate what holds us back: including such issues as the macro-organisation of the State, and the 
psychological make-up of a frontline office employee who evinces a heartlessness that defies the simple 
rationality of being human! 

South Africa needs more, and not less, research because the dumbing down of policy discourse would 
portend a decline in intellectual engagement that can imperil our pursuit of the very ideals enshrined in 
our Constitution. The sole focus on short-term outcomes that at times drives the passions of private sector 
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pursuits can spawn crises on a global scale, the effects of which are as real and devastating for the bottom-
line as they are dehumanising for a parent who cannot look her children in the eye when the hatchet of 
retrenchment has fallen. 

If South Africans have excelled in public commentating around critical issues that face our nation, 
it is time we asked ourselves whether the voice of the country’s intellectuals is heard loudly enough, 
interrogating the reasons behind the reasons for what we see, what we like and what we dislike. Thus we 
shall collectively as the leadership of our nation, across all sectors, confidently say that we are building a 
civilisation of national democracy that will sustain itself beyond satiating the wants of the living. Thus our 
nation shall strike out along a new trajectory, confident that we are bequeathing to future generations a 
potent brew of knowledge-generation and opportunity, as we strive to unlock the mysteries of nature and 
macro-social dynamics. 

In the few months since its tentative initiation, MISTRA has assembled teams of high-powered 
intellectuals and practitioners to undertake the eight priority research projects that were collectively 
identified. Virtually all universities and many research institutes have contributed some of their best brains 
to these Project Teams; and so have government departments whose work relates to the first batch of 
MISTRA’s research undertakings.

As we interact with the research community, we are learning that there is latent research work that is 
critical to the advancement of our nation; but which has found little traction in the hurly-burly of teaching, 
immediate deliverables and management that can bog down an academic community. 

For many of us in MISTRA, the past few months have been more than about intellectual ideas and 
floating in the clouds of unlimited imagination. They have been about building an organisation and setting 
up its offices, governance structures and systems; recruiting free-spirited researchers who respect no 
management hierarchy; and not least, negotiating the minefields called SARS and CIPRO. These past few 
months have also been about trudging the pathways of Main Street and Chislehurston in Johannesburg, 
Pinelands and Bellville in Cape Town; and for the first time finding directions to Melrose Arch and other 
jaunts to interact with South Africa’s corporate citizens. 

And we have come to appreciate that, hidden in the recesses of the corporate sector are all kinds of 
strategic macro-policy ideas that are exercising the mind; but find little space for professional interrogation. 
Thus, from the many corporate citizens that we have interacted with, we have learnt that, the acronym 
which at the beginning used to fill us with dread, ROI, can be defined broadly to include an understanding 
of the broader economic and socio-political environment in which the business community operates. 

The Mapungubwe Institute strives to bring these matters to the surface; to contribute to the growth 
and flourishing of South Africa’s ‘think industry’, which, we believe, is a precondition to our nation’s survival 
and success in an ever-changing global terrain. 

Tomorrow we start the conference that will refine the MISTRA research agenda and ensure that what 
we produce adds value to our country’s intellectual and policy discourse. Academics, intellectuals, policy-
makers and researchers from across the country will engage in a festival of ideas, unencumbered by the 
narrow identity of institutional affiliation; and liberated from the chains of uni-disciplinarity and over-
specialisation. Above all, they will be inspired by one thing and one thing only: that is, to improve the 
human condition. 

And so, in answer to the questions about sustainability and the load of the research agenda, we can 
confidently say: cast your eyes around this room and beyond; and there among Mapungubwe’s partners 
in the public and private sectors, and among the cream of South Africa’s intellectual community, lies the 
source of our confidence. We do hope that you will enjoy this, our special evening, with us.

Thank You.



Address  by  Deput y 
Pres ident  Kgalema 
Mot lanthe

It is an honour for me to take part in this launch of the Mapungubwe Institute for Strategic Reflection 
(Mapungubwe Institute). 

Based on the composition of the Mapungubwe Institute leadership, as well as the intellectuals taking 
part in its various research projects, I may be so bold as to infer that the establishment of the Mapungubwe 
Institute is another positive step in our intellectual and reflective firmament. I believe that the Mapungubwe 
Institute is poised to make a critical contribution to the national effort as we strive to crack the riddles 
that make success possible. I am encouraged by the realisation that the Mapungubwe Institute offers a 
platform to key players in the public sector, civil society, academia and the private sector to reflect and 
engage on the pressing strategic issues that challenge us as a nation. To my delight, I have also learnt that 
the research agenda set by the Institute consists of fundamental issues that confront our nation. Indeed, 
most of them may be long-term; some may be high-flown; and others may even be described by some as 
esoteric, yet they remain relevant to our present-day concerns. 

While we are all duty-bound in all sectors of society to attend to the practical problems of today, we also 
need to appreciate that, without long-term reflection, without abstract engagement, we stand the danger 
of mistaking the wood for the trees. 

What are my own experiences with regard to this issue of intellectual engagement and abstract reflection? 
To venture a view on this profound question, let me first declare that our hosts, the Mapungubwe Institute, 
have requested me to partly reflect on our experiences in Robben Island prison, within the context of 
advancing our understanding of the liberation struggle. So in a way this request is a tall order. Besides the 
fact that it requires time and space, which we do not have this evening, I should confess that I am one who 
shudders at the prospect of speaking in the personal pronoun. I much prefer framing my thoughts within 
the body collective of history as it unfolds, with many actors responsible for its direction.

As you know, Robben Island was a prison where many South African freedom fighters were incarcerated. 
It was a place which was meant to break the human spirit, but instead provided a space for us prisoners 
to engage in ideas and contribute to the forging of a vision for the future of our country. Historically, 
any liberation struggle has its own casualties: some pay with life and limb while some pay with their 
time. Similarly, the prison community on Robben Island had one of two choices: either to sit and stare at 
the white prison walls in aimless reverie or exercise their minds on fundamental questions concerning 
the human condition. Necessarily, we decided on the latter. Learning was a collective effort: a shared 
exercise energised by on-going debates where ideas overflowed, enabling each one of us to test his 
or her understanding in a continuous fashion. We formed classes, study groups and study circle groups 
where learners advanced from the very basics of reading and writing to the most complex issues. Learners 
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proceeded from elementary classes to the most advanced ones where such topics as history, political 
economy and philosophy were discussed.

Such was the pervasive interest in learning from all of us that even during hard slogs in quarries in 
harsh weather conditions we would still group ourselves according to classes and continue with the 
task of learning. The learning method proceeded from the understanding that knowledge is not simply 
about skills to meet certain socio-economic requirements. It was clearly understood that beyond the 
conventionally instrumentalist philosophy of education, at a deeper level knowledge should seek to lift 
humanity to a higher plane through enabling people to understand the world they live in, in spite of itself.

We clearly understood that learning was more than the ability to read and write, important as this was, 
but crucially, about critical consciousness, the ability to understand and explain human experience from a 
particular vantage point where the learner was at the centre and not a passive receptacle of ideas.

This approach to learning was emphasised by one of the great revolutionaries and thinkers of our 
movement, Moses Kotane, who submitted that:

Proper education is a mirror in which man sees the world around him and learns to 
understand it – the right kind of education enables man to see what the world has 
been, what it is, and how it can be changed to suit him or his way of living. Education 
can be and has been used to befuddle the minds of the common people. But education 
can also be used as an important instrument in the struggle for freedom and human 
progress. It is this kind of education which we need. We must learn geography to know 
the universe, that there are other countries besides our own and to know the people of 
different nationalities inhabiting these countries. We must learn history to know and 
understand the story of man’s development through the ages – the various forms of social 
organisation and the causes of the rise and fall of those forms of human relationships.

I am persuaded to believe that the founders of this institute were equally immersed in this theory of 
learning when they set up an organisation whose purpose it is to advance an understanding of the causes 
of the rise and fall of great civilisations such as Mapungubwe. So let me emphasise that at Robben Island 
the search for knowledge and insight was constantly driven by the need to find concrete and practical 
answers to the challenges with which our struggle for liberation presented us. Our approach to sharpening 
our tools of analysis to deepen our understanding of our social conditions was fired by a spirit impelled by 
the struggle for social justice. 

Undoubtedly, as prisoners on Robben Island, we comprised a mixed and varied lot. There were those 
who were functionally illiterate and yet brought to the discourse the richest of experiences. Among 
these were individuals whose social wisdom was equal if not beyond that of university graduates. The 
lasting meaning I managed to gain from Robben Island impressed upon me the significance of, above all, 
mobilising learning in a progressive direction and for the welfare of others. One also began to appreciate 
the discipline of accepting the legitimacy of a different opinion, as this was the most effective mechanism 
of enriching one’s own capacity and correcting one’s errors. Lastly, one also learnt to internalise the need 
to win over people through the superiority of one’s arguments and not through the power that comes 
with the position one holds.

As I mentioned earlier, we live in a world of complex challenges. This is a world where knowledge is at 
a premium. The creation of new knowledge systems is a key determinant of a country’s ability to compete 
regionally and globally. Prime capital for the survival of societies is largely dependent upon turning 
knowledge into serviceable data and products. Equally important is the necessity of research institutes 
forging functional links with the public and private sectors, civil society and the nation at large. 

I mention this for the simple reason that research and development should indeed be central to South 
Africa’s plans for shared growth, developing indigenous knowledge and technological enterprises, as well 

P o s t  L a u n c h  P u b l i c a t i o n    9



10   M a p u n g u b w e  I n s t i t u t e  f o r  S t r a t e g i c  R e f l e c t i o n  ( M I S T R A )

as developing human capital. Experience convinces us that a society that bases itself on co-ordinated 
research and development is on the right track to a higher sense of self-understanding.

Therefore, research institutes like the one we are launching tonight have a role to play in enabling 
society to understand the above complex challenges. So, in judging you, history will ask whether the 
Mapungubwe Institute was able to: break new ground in knowledge production; make available space to 
inform the public on the complex challenges; be a relevant and reliable partner in responding effectually 
to the unique South African and indeed African conditions; promote the ideals of society informed first 
and foremost by the spirit of humanism; and lastly, how will ordinary South Africans relate to your work? 

In my estimation, normatively, think-tanks are meant to champion projects for democratic formation, 
democratic practices and democratic consolidation. Therefore, in a democratic dispensation, it is to be 
expected that strategic reflection that takes place in research institutes will be geared towards building 
society and empowering all citizens, irrespective of race, gender, religion and class. Even though the notion 
of think-tanks is a twentieth century one, there is no doubt that, along with other conditions, strategic 
thinking has been at the core of most of the advances that humanity has made over the centuries. 
Historically, the art and science of good leadership has found full expression among those decision-makers 
who valued the attitude of critical appraisal from among the population and especially its thought-leaders. 
From the imbongi to the philosophical men and women of letters, this has been an important stratum in 
shaping social norms and values, and in kindling the aspirational in all of us. I am aware that most of these 
ideas inform the Institute’s overall philosophical orientation. 

An authority on the subject of strategic research institutes, James McGann, offers this counsel: think-
tanks should endeavour to be ‘research organisations that are independent of government and universities 
… [and have] significant autonomy from … societal interests such as firms, interest groups, and political 
parties’.

The courage of the Mapungubwe Institute to espouse this approach and to focus on long-term research 
questions that have strategic interests for our country is commendable. Yet, having said all this, we cannot 
but repeat the truism that, while practice without theory is meaningless, the inverse is also true. In thinking 
and acting autonomously, in objectively reflecting on social dynamics, it is critical always to pause and test 
abstract ideas against the reality of life. Shorn of this, theoretical engagement on its own can become an 
empty vessel, enthralled by its own noise and adding little value to societal endeavours.

Programme Director: Given the capacity you are developing, I am confident that you will carve you own 
niche as a key ideas-broker. In this environment, you have a choice of either creatively identifying linkages 
and dissonances among disparate phenomena and identifying that which can take the country, the region 
and Africa to a higher level of development; or simply rehashing obvious truths and positing subjective 
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views as the paragon of profound intellectual thought. 
We are all here tonight because we expect the former. The firm and solid bedrock of goodwill abroad in 

society towards the Mapungubwe Institute derives from this confidence in the employees, the Council, the 
Board and the broad network of intellectuals that you are mobilising into this initiative! We in government 
are committed to create an environment in which the best available talent in the country can contribute 
to the development of ideas. The creation of the National Planning Commission, a body made up of 
independent minds and which is mandated to lead in national policy formulation, follows this system of 
thought. Thus we do pledge, as we join you in celebrating the launch of the Mapungubwe Institute, to 
pay attention to the fruits of your hard, intellectual labours. This is all the more reason because, as I am told, 
Mapungubwe, in its research approach, emphasises as much as possible the marriage of rigour, scholarly 
objectivity and the link to praxis. 

As Antonio Gramsci said in 1929, ‘I’m a pessimist because of intelligence, but an optimist because of 
will’. Challenge us through your research endeavours; shake us from the slumber of short-termism: in other 
words, fulfil the mission you have set yourselves, and you will have served the nation!

An organisation such as the Mapungubwe Institute is an important asset for our country, but for it to 
be sustained it will require material support. We are encouraged that there are resourced South Africans 
out there, many of whom are among us today, who appreciate the importance of an initiative such as the 
Mapungubwe Institute, and the value it can add to the efforts of the nation as a whole. I would therefore 
like to appeal to those among us with the means to consider digging into their pockets to ensure that this 
strategic institute is sustained.

On this note, let me take this opportunity to officially announce the launching of the Mapungubwe 
Institute for Strategic Reflection. I wish you well in all your undertakings. 



The importance of 
strategic thinking to the 
development of nations and 
also why the profession was 
unable to foresee and avert 
the global economic crisis
PROF DOMINICK SALVATORE

MISTRA has chosen its goal very carefully and I think brilliantly. It wants to make a significant – a critical 
– contribution to long-term strategic thinking and research. And also to face the challenges that the 
democratic Republic of South Africa faces as it tackles the legacy of its past, which means therefore, strategic 
long-term thinking research and not just economics; not just South Africa, but Africa and the World; and not 
just economics but also the other social sciences, all of the general aspects of development.

The topic that was assigned to me tonight was ‘The importance of strategic thinking to the development 
of nations and also why the profession was unable to foresee and avert the global economic crisis’. So what 
I’ll do is briefly examine the causes of this global economic crisis; why the profession hasn’t foreseen it; why 
we could not avert it; and what are the policies being prepared and undertaken to avoid a repetition. –And 
then see the lessons that this will offer us for the strategic long-run development of society as a whole.

First – the causes. As we know, it started in the United States and then spread to advanced countries 
and to emerging markets. The causes were: American banks gave housing loans, the sub-prime mortgages, 
to families without any down payment, with variable interest rates, when those interest rates were the 
lowest in 50 years. One could only expect those rates to rise and families being unable to maintain the 
loan: default on the loan. The question then is to ask why banks lacked the foresightedness to give those 
loans. They intended, indeed they sold those loans to investment banks who combined them with other 
financial instruments, repackaged them, securitised them and sold them overall in the economy, thinking 
that spreading the risk would somehow make the risk disappear.

Then of course there were the rating agencies, paid by the banks, who gave triple-A ratings to all the 
banks without taking into consideration the great risks and the challenges that they were facing. And 
then we have the United States Security and Exchange Commission, which is supposed to oversee this 
investment banking sector that was really asleep at the wheel.

So we could say that the crisis arose in the United States because of inadequate regulation, the lack of 
application of the regulations that did exist, and greed, which means profits at all costs. And then fraud: that 
Madoff made $65 billion disappear, that is $65 thousand million. A few months ago I was in Serbia, a country 
of eight million people and the GDP was $44 billion and Madoff made $65 billion disappear.

Well, then the crisis spread to Europe – contagion. Europe blames the United States but frankly European 
banks and the housing sector committed even greater excesses than the United States. 

To give you an example, risk, banking risk as we know, is measured by leverage, the leverage goes from 
zero to one hundred, the higher the leverage the higher the risk. When Lehman Brothers failed its leverage 
was 31. 

Citigroup, the large bank, which is the weakest of the large American banks, had a leverage of 38.
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For UBS Swiss the leverage was 42; Deutsche Bank was 56 and Barclays was 65; the total of the 12 largest 
American banks – the leverage, the weighted average, was 20; for European banks it was 35.

Then there was the housing sector: the bubble. We had a big bubble. The only way the housing sector 
would not have failed us was if housing prices had continued to rise at 10 to 15%, which was entirely 
unsustainable in the medium and long run.

But in Europe the housing bubble – in Ireland, in the UK, in Spain – was even greater than in the US. 
So Europe fell into a crisis because of its own fault. Of course we are not here to attach blame to anyone, 

but to understand what happened and hope to avoid a recurrence of such a crisis. And of course, the 
fact that Europe committed even more excesses than the United States was reflected in the depth of the 
recession. 

In the United States in 2009 the GDP fell by 2.6% and in 2010 it reacquired all the 2.6%. In Europe the 
decline in real GDP was 4.1% and in 2010 the GDP rose by only 1.7%. Germany, the powerhouse of Europe, 
its GDP fell 4.7% in 2009 and, even though they supposedly have fast growth, its GDP only rose by 3.2% in 
2010.

So this is Europe, but the crisis then spread to emerging markets through no fault of their own. And it 
spread through the real sector and that’s why it took a little longer. The real sector doesn’t work in the same 
way as the financial sector. And if we look at some of the data, in the first quarter of 2009 real world GDP 
declined by 2%, but world trade declined by 9%. And this was to a great extent the exports of emerging 
markets. 

And then in 2007 the flows of the investments from advanced countries to emerging markets in 2006 
was $250 billion and in 2007 went up to $700 billion and in 2008 collapsed to less than $200 billion. And so 
what happened is that the crisis spread six months to a year later to emerging markets. China and India of 
course managed to only have a decline in their real GDP of one or two percentage points.

But the crisis was very deep. In Russia real GDP fell 7.9%, in Mexico 6.6% and of course South Africa, which 
enjoyed rapid growth from 2004 to 2007, an average of over 5%. In 2008 the growth went down 3.7% as a 
prelude to the crisis and of course in 2009 real GDP fell 1.8%. 

So now in 2010 growth resumed rapidly, in China almost as rapidly as before. And, by the way, the way 
to look at China, its 10% growth is incredible. With compound interest it means the real economy doubles 
every seven years. But China needs at least six to seven percentage points of growth in order to absorb the 
still three or four hundred million people who live in subsistence agriculture, into the market. 

So for China, 6% as the minimum is absolutely necessary for internal stability and therefore it is as if 
Germany grew at 4% rapid growth. But we are also happy for India. It was embarrassing that the largest 
democracy in the world did not grow. 

And now India found its way to continue rapid growth, almost as rapid as China, and all the other 
emerging markets are looking at growth rates of 4 to 5%. Those rates are not adequate. Many countries, 
including South Africa, have a tremendous potential to go to 6 to 7%. 

South Africa needs and can have a rate of 7% as your Minister of Finance has indicated; in order to reduce 
the level of unemployment and the participation rate.

So, the question then is why has the profession been unable to predict or to foresee the crisis?
Of course if we had seen it one could run for cover and take policies that would have either averted or 

reduced the damage that the crisis created. 
Well very bluntly this is a failure of my profession, the economic profession, because economists have 

become very narrow. They do very technical research in a very narrow field. They’ve lost sight of the 
global aspect of the economy and also they lack knowledge of the real economy to make correct or 
useful predictions. You need to have profound knowledge of theory of the entire society and also to have 
knowledge of the real world. 

So we failed. So now we run for cover to make policies to prevent crisis. And as the G20 countries met 
in Seoul in November 2010 they came to increase banking capital from 2% to 5% by 2015 and then 7% 
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by 2019 to eliminate or avoid some of the exotic financial instruments which are very dangerous. Then in 
February of this year, 2010, they met in Paris, trying to create indicators of unsustainable structures needing 
correction with the hope that there would be policies to induce countries to eliminate those structural 
imbalances.

But I say this is a very difficult process, because we need regulations. The markets work for us but they 
need to be regulated. Regulations need to be comprehensive and general, not specific; comprehensive 
because the crisis arose from the lack of inadequate regulations in the investment banking, not in the 
commercial banking sector.

South Africa did not have this problem because its commercial banks were well regulated. It was the 
speculators, the investment banks, that created the crisis, so the regulations need to be comprehensive, 
not to have a shadow banking that can do all the things that bring damage to the economy. But then the 
regulations have to be general, not too specific, because if we make some regulations specific then the 
brilliant operators will find ways around it. If you tell me what I cannot do I will spend sleepless nights trying 
to see what I can do; everything that is not prohibited is permissible: that’s why we have to leave regulations 
a bit broad so that it leads to interpretation. If some instruments are too dangerous, too speculative, they 
should think twice before doing it. 

AIG, the largest insurance company in the world, was asked – the head was asked in Congress – how he 
priced the ‘credit default’ and he did not know how and was not willing to say how. And that is an indication 
of being exotic, too exotic, and too dangerous. 

But then economics comes back and asks: what can a society do? Unfortunately we do not have a general 
theory of development but we have generally isolated five indicators that are very crucial and necessary for 
a country to grow rapidly: 

Number one – we need to be open to the world economy. Now there are people who disagree with 
this but no closed economy is rich. Who forced China to open? No one; but without opening, China would 
not have had the capital that it did not have before. It would not have the technology; it would not have 
the markets. So we need to take advantage of the world economy. What globalisation can be accused of 
correctly is not to have allowed all the nations to participate and share in the benefits. 

In other words, we have to intervene to give globalisation a human face; to allow also the poorest, the 
un-globalised economies to benefit in this, to participate. 

South Africa is doing very well on that account. The way we measure openness, the exports plus imports 
divided by GDP, South Africa is 65 so South Africa earns good marks on that count.

The second count: you cannot have runaway inflation, that’s extremely damaging. I have a note in my 
office, of the money of ex-Rhodesia, and what does that have? One 100 trillion dollars, and what can you 
buy with 100 trillion dollars? One bottle of milk, so that is what inflation does. –And also not to have deficits 
in excess. I’m not here saying this because I’m in South Africa: South Africa earned high marks on that 
account as well.

The third instrument is savings and investments and here South Africa could do much better. The level of 
savings on average in South Africa is 15% and the level of investments is 22%. Most of the emerging markets 
invest 30% or more. This is one element of strategic planning that South Africa needs. You need to save; you 
need to invest in order to create the infrastructures and the business that are necessary for the future. But 
South Africa can improve as other nations have done. This needs improvement.

The fourth is to let the market allocate resources as much as possible. Again there are disagreements, 
especially in this audience and in South Africa.

Now people who do not believe that would like us to defend unregulated capitalism. Now we are not 
defending that. The market – not capitalism – but the market to operate needs rules: rules to allow it to 
operate efficiently. 

As the Soviet Union collapsed – not because there was a revolution, not because there was an invasion, 
it was the economy that collapsed, and it is incredible, and it’s not my data – the total GDP of Russia when 
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the Berlin Wall came down, a nation of 148 million, was smaller than the GDP of the Netherlands, a nation 
of less than 14 million.

So we need – we’re not defending the market – but we need as much as possible, with adequate, 
appropriate regulations, to let the market allocate resources. South Africa can do more, do better on this 
account.

Fifth, but most important, the government must be committed, must be responsible and must be 
forward looking. And I have to say, the world is looking at South Africa. South Africa is doing very well on 
this account.

It faces a tremendous challenge, not only the challenge that other nations also face, but the challenge 
of overcoming the legacy of its past.

We have in South Africa an unemployment rate of 25%, and if we look at young people, much more than 
that. The rate of labour participation of young people 15 to 25 is 28%, much less than almost anywhere else. 

So those are the areas in which improvements need to be made. But not bad: three out of five and two 
areas where improvements need to be made.

But development, as the speaker tomorrow, my colleague, Professor Nabudere, will indicate in his lecture 
which I read, that development is much more than economic development.

Development means social development. Development needs the collaboration of all the social sciences, 
not only economics. 

Sociology, history, political science: all of these must collaborate. We split the social sciences in order that 
each goes according to its own speed, but we lose sight of each other. And economists have become very 
arrogant with their powerful techniques and they’ve lost sight, lost the communications with the other 
social sciences, because development is first and foremost not just economics, it is all the other aspects, but 
economics retains an important aspect. 

When we talk about the standard of living, the old-fashioned way is to measure it by per capita income. 
But there is a new method, not perfect at all, developed at the United Nations. I’ve been coordinating for 
years at the United Nations, collaborating on income distribution and so on. And they have the human 
development index. One third of that index is real per capita income in purchasing power and one third 
is health and one third is longevity, not because these are taken as instruments to measure the other 
social aspects of human development. Yes, we can make a great deal of progress in these other areas, but 
economics, real per capita income, is a crucially important component. 

And so we come to say South Africa can and must increase its rate of growth, economic and social 
development; it has the potential to do it and I’m sure it will do it. 

Some people in other countries (I’ve come straight from China. I’ve been in China for one month.) …and 
of course it was China that invited South Africa to become a member of the BRICS. 

Some people say: but the economy of South Africa is not as big as the other nations. And my answer to 
that is that BRICS is more than per capita income. 

South Africa is the leading country in Africa. It is the entrance to Africa and it is much more than just a 
country and I think MISTRA, as I’ve said to begin with, has chosen its goals brilliantly: to look at strategic 
thinking, strategic research long-term, and to look also at the social aspects. I’m sure that MISTRA will lead 
the way in this goal that it set for itself.

*Prof Dominick Salvatore
Dominick Salvatore is a distinguished Professor, Department Chair and Director of the PhD Programme in Economics at Fordham University in New 
York, as well as Honorary Professor at Shanghai Finance University and Hunan University. Professor Salvatore has published more than 100 articles in 
leading economics journals and has given more than 500 lectures around the world.
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Welcome address  by 
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CHAIRPERSON,  MISTRA BOARD OF GOVERNORS

What I want to do is just share two quotations: a modern quotation and a quotation which came out of 
some philosophers. The modern one is about Brazil. It says:

Brazil is no longer not only scientifically run, it produces half a million graduates and 10 000 thousand 
PhDs annually, ten times more than two decades ago. Between 2002 and 2008 its share of the world’s 
scientific papers rose from 1.78% to 2.7%. It is a leader in research on tropical medicine, bio-energy 
and plant biology. It spends 1% of its fast-growing GDP on research: half the rich world’s share but 
almost double the average in Latin America. Its scientists are increasingly collaborating with those 
abroad: 30% of scientific papers by Brazilians now have a foreign co-authorship. This appeared in the 
Economist of 9 January 2011.

South Africa as a member of BRICS is now competing within BRICS and Mapungubwe has come into 
being at the right time to actually put us in this situation where we can also be part of the competition 
within BRICS.

The second quotation comes from a philosopher, St Augustine, in the book by William Ebenstein titled 
Great Political Thinkers: Plato to the Present. The quotation goes this way:

When Rome was ravished in 410 a wave of shock and horror swept through the world. For eight 
centuries Rome had proudly remained inviolate, growing from a small municipality into the centre of 
a vast empire. The ease and speed with which this empire was broken up took everyone by surprise. 
The pagans, we have said, ascribed the catastrophe to the betrayal of the old Roman deities under 
which Rome had risen to the position of dominant world power. But Christians, too, were perplexed: 
it was hard to understand how Rome could be so shamed just after Christianity had become the 
religion of State. And many Christians began to wonder whether the official alliance of Church and 
Empire was such an advantage after all.

So Mapungubwe is timely. It says we can learn from what happened to Rome, what happened to 
Machu Picchu in Peru and what happened to our own civilisation known as Mapungubwe. So ladies and 
gentlemen, today and tomorrow are very important days. We’ve got to use them effectively and efficiently. 
We’ve got to exchange this knowledge in such a way that we make sure that younger generations get 
to understand where we want to place South Africa, not only today but into the foreseeable future. I said 
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earlier on that institutional memory is in abundance in South Africa and we have to use it. There are the 
young minds which are to be developed. Let’s continue to develop those young minds.

The Deputy President yesterday challenged us. He also put into perspective the importance of 
developing an institute like the Mapungubwe Institute for Strategic Reflection. For those who were at 
the dinner, we now know what it means to collaborate; what it means to collaborate with the State; to 
collaborate with the private sector and also to collaborate with society as a whole and also to collaborate 
with the world. I wish this conference a success and I’m sure it will be successful. I’d now like to take the 
opportunity to declare the conference open.
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The global political 
economy and 
the future of Africa
PROF DANI  WADADA NABUDERE

Introduction
The 2007-8 global economic crises have changed the way we shall run the world economy and politics 
in the future. Mass democratic pressures such as those we are witnessing in the Arab World are already 
indicative of the way countries will try to cope with problems of equality in economics and freedom in 
political life. The meltdown is deep and it is amazing that when it struck many people did not see its 
magnitude and its long-term implications. Indeed, many observers at first viewed the meltdown as purely 
an American phenomenon. It was, they argued, a ‘sub-prime mortgage’ crisis. Others who saw deeper 
elements in the crisis called it a ‘credit crunch’, but soon realised that it was not a credit crunch related only 
to the sub-prime mortgage crisis, but a ‘financial crisis’. Even with this broadened understanding, the crisis 
was still regarded as mainly a US problem and not a global one, with the exception of the British Prime 
Minister, Gordon Brown, who was among the first world leaders to say so.

Even then, very few world leaders and economists, including ‘monetarist economists’, realised that 
the crisis was a multifaceted one and that at bottom, it was an ‘economic crisis’. From mid-September 
2008, the effects began to be felt globally as US leaders began to talk of an imminent ‘recession’. In early 
October 2008, I was one of the few observers who predicted the seriousness of the widening crisis. I wrote 
three short articles for a local Ugandan Sunday newspaper called The Sunday Monitor, in which I warned 
that what we were witnessing was not just a financial crisis nor an economic crisis but a ‘global capitalist 
economic crisis’ and that the crisis was terminal for capitalism. This is what I wrote:

The present financial crisis afflicting the global economy should not be seen from the 
narrow focus of the credit crunch and its relationship to the subprime mortgage crisis 
in the Western countries, especially the US. The crisis goes to the very foundations of the 
global capitalist system and it should be analysed from that angle. What is at the core 
of the crisis is the over-extension of credit on a narrow material production base. This 
is in a situation in which money has become increasingly detached from its material 
base of a money commodity that can measure its value such as gold. But this is not just 
a monetary phenomenon. It has its roots in the ‘real economy’ of which it is part.

I was able to comment quickly and assess the magnitude of what was happening because I had in 
the 1980s done a serious study of money and credit which resulted in the publication of one major work: 
The Rise and Fall of Money Capital [1990] and its small version: The Crash of International Finance [1989] 
following the credit crisis of 1987, which was referred to as Bloody Monday. In writing these volumes, I 



studied all the works of Marx dealing with Capital and Money, as well as the work of the then only serious 
bourgeois economist who appeared to understand money, Maynard Keynes, who had tried to grapple with 
the consequences of the ‘industrial cycle’ and how to manage it. In those works, we demonstrated how 
capital in the form of finance capital had lost its productive power, increasingly resorting to ‘financiering’ 
and ‘producing money without production’, which now lay behind the 2008 economic meltdown.

The response of the G20 governments was swift but not focused. The response started in the US with 
President Bush rushing through Congress a bail-out plan of a colossal $700 billion to save the ailing banks 
from collapsing in the wake of the crisis. The idea of the US plan was to buy ‘toxic assets’ such as derivatives 
hidden in the banks in the hope that such a move would stabilise them and create an atmosphere of 
confidence for them to begin lending to each other and to industry and individuals once again since the 
real economy was grinding to a halt. This turned out to be a misunderstanding of the crisis and so the first 
$250 billion that was pumped into the banks at this time ended up coming back to the Federal Reserve 
Bank by the very banks buying Treasury Bills and Bonds which they held as ‘real’ money. Instead of trying to 
help save the economy, the banks were more concerned with saving themselves. 

In the meantime, the British Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, also rushed through Parliament his own 
rescue plan, but with a different approach. The 50 billion pounds sterling that he proposed was used to 
buy shares in three commercial banks, which were perceived to be near collapse. The British government 
became an investor in those banks to the extent of the amounts the government had invested in them. 
This response sent a different message to the banks, which unlike the American banks, begun to slowly 
unfreeze credit by lending to each other cautiously. But this was because, in addition to buying shares, 
the British government had also guaranteed the banks to engage in inter-bank lending without the risk of 
losing their money.

What was clear from these two responses was that the State had once more become an active participant 
in the economy – doing away with the neo-liberal myth of the ‘freedom of the markets’ which had led to 
the crisis in the first place. This trend has continued, but although there has been some recovery taking 
place in the Western economies, this has mainly come out of the bail-outs of countries such as China and 
India, which have provided some economic activity in the main developed capitalist economies. China, 
for instance, had been the first emerging economy to take the issue of stimulating the economy seriously, 
when, on November 9 2008, it advanced an emergency programme to protect jobs and stabilise the 
Chinese economy in the wake of the factory closures and mass layoffs that had swept the country over the 
previous few months. The Chinese minister of Human Resources and Social Security, Mr Yin, had said that: 
‘The global economic crisis is picking up speed and spreading from developed to developing countries 
and the effects are becoming more and more pronounced here. Our economy is facing a serious challenge’. 

Thus, with its focus on keeping its own economy on track, China announced a four trillion Yuan ($586 
billion) stimulus package, the largest in the country’s history. China’s State Council unveiled it on 9 November, 
with a two-year time span. The stimulus was aimed at injecting funds into ten sectors, including health 
care, education, low-income housing, environmental protection, and schemes to promote technological 
innovation as well as transport and other infrastructure projects. The plan was also to be directed into 
reconstruction efforts in areas that had been struck by natural disasters, such as Sichuan province, which 
was devastated by a massive earthquake in May. The measures also included a loosening of credit policies 
and tax cuts. They also called for reforms in the country’s value-added tax regime that would save industry 
120 billion Yuan. Credit ceilings for commercial banks were to be abolished in the hope that this would 
result in channelling more capital to small enterprises, rural areas and unspecified ‘priority projects’.

Consequences of the crisis
It is clear now that, despite the attempts to fight the recession and achieve some amount of recovery, the 
economies of major developed countries such as the US, Britain and most EU countries, as well as Japan, are 
still fragile and unstable. Germany has done much better because of its reliance on the Chinese recovery by 
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supplying it with capital goods. What is characteristic of all countries of the world is the growing inequality, 
poverty and the galloping food prices. The crises that we are witnessing in the countries of the Middle East 
and North Africa have been sparked off by the food crisis, which is only one aspect of the inequality. The 
crisis of capitalism at its core can be traced at the level of distribution in the food crisis in mid-2008, which 
turned out to be linked to the speculations in the global commodities markets. 

This is why the financial crisis was also a reflection of the energy and food crisis, because oil and food 
products such as oil, wheat, rice and other commodities had been subjected to speculative trading to 
back up paper money many years in the future. The British Prime Minister, among the world leaders, was 
the only one who saw this connection when he brought up the issue in the World Bank meeting called 
to address the food crisis in 2008. The real problem underlying currency instability and commodity price 
volatilities was that the dollar, which acts as a global reserve currency, was not backed by any solid money 
commodities such as gold or silver and this is because these money-commodities could no longer fulfil 
those functions. This is what led to the food commodities coming into the picture to back up future 
contracts and derivatives expressed in US dollars and held by banks.

The number of future contracts for wheat, which made commitments to buy or sell a given volume of 
wheat at a certain future date at a predetermined price, for instance, had quadrupled over the previous five 
years (2003-2008). What made matters worse was the fact that speculation had become especially active 
by exploiting the record low inventories in the existing agricultural commodities. In the past 25 years, 
most countries had gradually abandoned the policy of stocking grains and other agricultural commodities, 
which acted as food security stocks. With the food market in turmoil, there were no food cushions to 
absorb the impact of any sudden disruption in their ability to import grains.

During the first three months of 2008, international nominal prices of all major food commodities 
reached their highest levels for 50 years. The United Nations Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) 
reported that food price indices had risen, on the average, by 8% in 2006 compared with the previous year. 
In 2007, the food index rose by 24% compared with 2006, and in the first three months of 2008, it rose by 
53% compared with 2007. This sudden surge was led by increases in vegetable oils, which on the average 
increased by 97%, followed by grains with an increase of 87%, dairy products with 58% and rice with 46%. 
This trend has continued since 2007-2008 and what we are witnessing in the streets of Tunisia, Cairo and 
Tripoli is partly a reflection of this capitalist crisis.

What does the future hold?
The crisis of capitalist industry in the developed parts of the world is what led to the emergence of neo-
liberal free markets and the financial dot-com economy. Industrial production shifted from the West to 
South-East Asia, India and China. The crisis of the financial and service sectors now under way is therefore 
an indication that there can be no return to heavy industrial production in the West because money capital 
has exhausted itself in this core sector of capitalism. As a consequence, agricultural production increasingly 
became a sector to which capitalism resorted in order to engage in some control over global markets. This 
became a global agri-business phenomenon beginning with the Rockefeller-driven ‘Green Revolution’ in 
Mexico, India and other Asian countries with the objective of monopolising the seeds. 

The Green Revolution has now caught up with Africa, but with a vengeance. This is because it is now 
being suggested that the African Green Revolution must ‘kill two birds with one stone’ in that, in addition 
to hastening the Green Revolution, it has at the same time to adopt the ‘Genetic Engineering Revolution’ 
or the ‘Gene Revolution’.

The Genetic Engineering Revolution or Gene Revolution is especially going to influence the trends 
and resistances to a new global economy, which is being advanced by agribusiness. The gains that  
agribusiness made from the Green Revolution have strengthened these economic giants to intensify the 
drive to privatise the seed and plant life as a way of controlling world food production and hence the 
world economy. This is because the control of food production implies the control of world population 
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and world markets. Indeed, the drive towards the Gene Revolution was prompted by the economics of 
the Green Revolution, which had revealed that the proliferation of the new hybrid seeds in developing 
markets had reached a stage of declining returns. This is because the high-yielding hybrid seed behind 
the Green Revolution had an inbuilt protection against multiplication and therefore it lacked reproductive 
capacity. Unlike the natural open-pollinated species whose seeds gave yields similar to its parents, the yield 
from the hybrid seeds was significantly lower than that of the first generation. 

 But at the same time, the lower yield of the second generation tended to eliminate trade for agribusiness 
due to the seeds being produced by middlemen without the agribusiness breeders’ authorisation. In that 
situation, agribusiness seed breeders tried to prevent the redistribution of the commercial crop seed by 
the middlemen by creating new forms of monopoly. If the large multinational seed-breeding companies 
could control the parental seed lines in-house, no middleman competitor or farmer would be able to 
reproduce the hybrid seed. This is the economics that led the global concentration of hybrid seed patents 
into a handful of giant seed agribusiness corporations and it is this development that prompted a few of 
them, such as Monsanto, to lay the ground for the GMO seed revolution.

But the new agribusiness came to comprise entirely new sectors created by the latest developments 
in genetic engineering, including GMO creation of pharmaceutical drugs from genetically-engineered 
plants, which Goldberg called ‘the agri-ceutical system’. This led to an industrial convergence of food, 
health, medicine, fibre, and energy business into a new global monopoly. By this time, agribusiness was 
ready to capture the food market as a global ‘golden rice bowl’. 

But this development was overtaken by the crisis of global capitalism, where agribusiness in general 
wanted to move faster to deal with the global economic crisis in new ways, especially in ways in which a 
new industrial economy could emerge. As already noted, the industrial economy had declined and the 
agricultural economy had become enthralled with attempts by a few agribusiness monopolies to control 
seed production. After the economic meltdown, the new situation dictated a different response. Rockefeller 
had already taken steps to create the basis for a new combined industrial, energy and agricultural economy, 
which has increasingly come to be known by the name ‘the new bio-economy’.

Since the 2007-2008 global economic meltdown was especially felt in the area of rising energy and 
food prices, the new capitalist impulse was to move in that direction because control of energy sources 
was a control of food production and world population. Suddenly new buzz-words such as ‘bio-fuels’, 
‘agro-fuels’ and ‘land grabs’ began to be heard with ever-increasing regularity throughout the world. At first, 
the emphasis was on the production of palm oil and corn ethanol. But this was merely a signal of a much 
deeper malaise that was calling for a fundamental transition in industrial strategy towards something new 
in its exploits. 

That new trajectory, variously called the ‘new bio-economy’ or the ‘bio-based economy’, was gathering 
momentum as well as political clout. Billions of dollars in public subsidies and private investment were 
being pumped into the energy sector as well as land acquisitions to ameliorate the future energy crisis. 

This fundamental shift in strategy was taking place in the context in which biotechnology had taken 
the centre stage in industrial agriculture. Indeed, genetic modification had already, with molecular biology, 
created a convergence of a number of sectors into one gigantic monopoly called ‘agri-ceuticals’, which 
combined genetically engineered agriculture, pharmaceuticals, energy, health industry and finance 
into a new industry. This combination had become a major industry in its own right after the decline of 
the manufacturing industry. The new reductionist science in the name of ‘synthetic biology’, which was 
emerging with this new drive, was in fact an acknowledgement that molecular biology had exhausted 
itself just as eugenics had done earlier.

The new problem was that the crisis of industrial capitalism had also affected the way science was being 
used to address its crises. The new science of synthetic biology was a contrived process based on little 
empirical evidence, but on analogies and assumptions drawn from the failed molecular biology. Although 
it was being referred to as a ‘maturing scientific discipline’ that combined science and engineering, its 
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foundations were indeed shallow. 
An organisation called the ECT Group has recently written a monograph entitled: The New Biomassters: 

Synthetic Biology and the Next Assault on Biodiversity and Livelihoods [2010], in which the group describes 
how synthetic biology has ballooned itself into an important new science, from the fringe science it had 
been, into a hybrid science, combining engineering and computer programming. What marked its rise to 
prominence in a short five-year period into an area of intense industrial interest and investment was the 
quest by capital to find new avenues for quick investment in new areas, in which this ‘science’ could be of 
help.

That is why it can be called a contrived technique claiming to be a science but, in fact, it is a reductionist 
mechanism that is not based on a holistic understanding of nature, but on assumptions drawn from a 
failed molecular biology. Its central thesis is that a DNA drawn from a sugar-based molecule consisting of 
four types of chemical compounds can be organised in a unique sequence to form a code that can instruct 
a living organism how to grow, function, and behave. The new science in fact is directed at monopolising 
biomass to address the needs of the combined industrial, energy, health and agricultural needs of the 
twenty-first century. According to the ECT Group, although the word ‘biomass’ has been known for some 
time, the new use of the term biomass marks a specific industrial shift in humanity’s relationship with 
nature. 

Unlike the term ‘plants’, which opens to a diverse taxonomic world of various species and multiple 
varieties, the new term biomass treats all organic matter as though it is the same undifferentiated ‘plant-
stuff’, which is a rather crude modern understanding of natural life. Recast as biomass, in the new usage, 
plants are simply reduced to their common denominators so that, for example, grasslands and forests 
are redefined commercially as simply sources of cellulose and carbon. In this way, biomass operates as a 
profoundly reductionist and anti-ecological concept treating plant matter as though it were a homogenous 
bulk commodity, which is available for exploitation as a ‘commodity’ or a ‘resource’. The use of the new 
concept biomass to describe natural substances and living organic matter is therefore going to push 
nature to new demands and limits that we may not be able to sustain anymore. 

Contrived as it is, synthetic biology is being used for ‘repurposing’ simple cells such as yeast or bacteria 
to behave like factories. It is used to design and construct ‘new’ biological parts, devices, and systems as 
well as re-designing existing, natural biological systems for useful purposes. This will include designing 
photosynthetic systems to produce energy. Synthetic biology will therefore be used as an engineering 
device for synthesising complex biologically-based or biologically-inspired systems which display functions 
that do not exist in nature. This engineering device may be applied at all levels of the hierarchy of biological 
structures – from individual molecules to whole cells, tissues and organisms. In essence, synthetic biology 
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as a device enables the designing of biological systems in a ‘rational’ and systematic way. 
There are other reasons that have led to the rapid emergence of synthetic biology as a new paradigm 

for industry. In fact, it is a trans-disciplinary response to a fragmented knowledge field intended to lead 
capitalism in the 21st century. It has undermined many previous boundaries that existed between the 
different sciences and between the natural sciences and social sciences. This has resulted in a narrower 
specialisation within this area of science but which has, at the same time, captured the imaginations of 
scientists from other scientific disciplines in related fields which apply methods used in non-biological 
fields like mechanical engineering, electrical engineering and computer science to configure biological 
systems to achieve important practical purposes. This development has been referred to as ‘genetic 
engineering on steroids’, which now dominates discussions of synthetic biology and, according to the ECT 
group, constitutes a new sensu stricto definition of the term. 

This is perhaps the reason why synthetic biology is also being referred to as a set of ‘extreme genetic 
engineering’ devices and techniques. These techniques involve constructing novel genetic systems by 
applying engineering principles and synthetic DNA to achieve certain results. In that way synthetic biology 
techniques differ from ‘transgenic’ techniques that ‘cut’ and ‘paste’ naturally-occurring DNA sequences from 
one organism into another in order to change an organism’s behaviour, such as putting bacterial genes 
into corn or human genes into rice. Synthetic organisms so created are machine-made life forms or living 
organisms such as yeast or bacteria to which strands of DNA are added. These organisms are constructed 
by a machine called a DNA Synthesiser using the techniques of synthetic biology. Synthetic biologists can 
thus build their DNA from scratch using this machine, which can ‘print’ the DNA ‘to order’. In this way, they 
are able to radically alter the information encoded in the DNA, creating entirely new genetic instructions 
and jumpstarting a series of complex chemical reactions inside the cell, known as a metabolic pathway. 
In effect, the new, synthetic DNA strands can ‘hijack’ the cell’s machinery to produce substances which are 
not produced naturally.

But a more broad-based holistic scientific research in genetic science, especially in the field of 
‘development systems theory’ and ‘epigenetics’ has questioned the prominence being attached to 
synthetic biology’s DNA code. These scientists have pointed out that all manner of complex elements, 
both within and outside a living cell, influence the way a living organism develops, and this cannot be 
determined a priori by focusing solely on the DNA code. They also point out that even environmental 
factors such as stress and the weather can influence their development. Accepting this critique, some 
synthetic biologists have admitted that their carefully designed DNA codes that work perfectly well on a 
computer do not work in living, synthetically-engineered organisms, or that they may have unexpected 
side effects on an organism’s behaviour.

 It follows that the likelihood of unexpected behaviours is responsible for the fact that synthetic biology 
has developed no methodology for testing the health and environmental safety implications of a new 
synthetic organism, apart from its recourse to the ‘substantial equivalence’ dogma, which enables the 
synthetic biologists to make ‘a best guess’ on how the mixture of inserted genes and recipient organisms 
may behave. This poses threats to human life since all this is based on analogy and guess-work. This is 
because the lack of empirical evidence means that the synthetic biologist who invents a synthetic 
microorganism cannot predict the effects of the release of such an organism on human health and the 
environment with any degree of accuracy. There are greater ecological risks which are posed if such 
synthetic organisms are released or accidentally escape from bio-refineries since they can outcross with 
natural species and contaminate microbial communities in soil, seas and animals, including human beings. 

Are we moving towards a new industrial economy?
Be that as it may, this has been the basis on which synthetic biology has been crafted to contribute to a 
‘new industrial revolution’ based on a new ‘bio-economy’. This revolution will depend on a mix of biomass 
feed stocks and new technologies, which are supposed to provide solutions to the current world’s energy 
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needs as well as solving the global food and environmental crises. The bio-economy that is being touted 
describes the idea of an industrial order that relies on biological materials, processes and services. Since 
many existing parts of the global economy are already biologically-based (agriculture, fishing, forestry), 
proponents of the new concept often talk of a ‘new bio-economy’ to describe their particular re-invention 
of the global economy merely to clothe the current neoliberal economic and financial policies with new 
biological technologies and modes of production, without attempting to fundamentally problematise 
their basic economic assumptions and ideological claims. 

Thanks to these emerging technological changes, especially in the fields of nanotechnology and 
synthetic biology, biomass is being targeted by old industry as a source of living ‘green’ carbon to 
supplement or partially replace the ‘black’ fossil carbons of oil, coal and gas, which currently underpin the 
industrial economy. Shifts are under way to claim biomass as components of the global industrial economy 
that draws its resources from the countries that have been subjected to imperial rule for hundreds of 
years. The new corporate drivers in this direction comprise forestry and agribusiness monopolies; high-
tech companies promoting biotech, nanotech and software; pharmaceutical, chemical and energy giants; 
financial institutions and investment banks; and consumer products and food companies. 

There are four broad technological platforms that are being lined up to transform biomass into the 
new industry. These are, first, combustion techniques, which can burn extracts from biomass to the highest 
energy yield, open combustion with or without oxygen. This technique also includes biomass gasification, 
which entails burning extracts at very high temperatures with controlled amounts of oxygen as well as 
plasma arc gasification, which entails heating biomass with a high voltage of electric current.

Secondly, there is the use of chemistry, which can be used to break down carbohydrates in biomass 
transformation into finer chemicals, polymers and other materials. For instance, thermo-chemical 
techniques can transform lingo-cellulosic material into hydrocarbons. Also, the extraction of proteins 
and amino acids yields valuable compounds as well as fermentation techniques, which are sometimes 
combined with genetic engineering and synthetic biology. These can produce proteins that can be refined 
further into plastics, fuels and chemicals. 

The third platform is biotechnology and genetic engineering, which has been carried forward and is being 
used for both fermentation of plant sugars and traditional plant breeding, which has been its speciality up 
to now and which has been used for thousands of years in a more organic manner. In ancient Egypt a form 
of biotechnology was used which involved the use of living organisms in producing food and medicines. 
This was the case until we discovered inadvertently the usefulness of one-celled organisms like yeast and 
bacteria. Yeast then was used for brewing beer in ancient Egypt as well as baking bread and converting 
yeast to brew beer. 

The scientific study of the bio-chemical processes is less than 200 years old, but current biotechnology 
has taken us to levels where life forms can be artificially created, which, as we have seen, has reached 
a stage where it can be a threat to human life itself. Now new genetic engineering technologies have 
been introduced, which are being used to drive much of the industrial excitement around biomass. These 
include new approaches to genetic engineering (recombinant DNA) to modify plants to express more 
cellulose or to more readily break down for fermentation or to grow in less favourable soils and climatic 
conditions. 

Synthetic biology has recently been added to the above techniques and become the fourth platform 
for the development of novel organisms that are either more efficient at harvesting sunlight or nitrogen 
or that can generate entirely new enzymes (or biologically active proteins). These enzymes are used 
to carry chemical reactions or to produce new compounds from plant material. But synthetic biology 
has come into its own as the ‘game changer’ for biomass. It promises in the longer term to expand from 
the low-tech burning of biomass for electric production to the expansion of the chemical possibilities 
of turning biomass production into a global biomass grab for the new industrial bio-economy. In this 
‘revolutionary’ role, synthetic biology will produce organisms with multiple traits from multiple organisms. 
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For instance, natural yeast has been routinely used by industry for years to behave like tiny bio-refineries in, 
say, transforming cane sugar into ethanol, or wheat into beer. But by altering the yeast (or other microbes), 
the same sugar feedstock under synthetic biology can be flexibly turned into novel products depending 
on how the yeast’s genetic information has been programmed.

This new synthetic biological technique can ingest sugar feed stocks and be used to excrete (or produce) 
hydrocarbon fuels with the properties of gasoline (instead of the usual ethanol) from billions of synthetic 
microbes contained in a single industrial vat. The same microbes, if differently programmed, can excrete 
a polymer, a chemical to make synthetic rubber or a pharmaceutical product. In effect, the microbe has 
become, with synthetic biology, a production platform for different chemical compounds to make large 
chemical plants for industrial production. This indeed is the new biological engineering where, by taking 
little genetic pieces of organism and programming them, they can be put together into a whole industrial 
system. In so doing, a cell can be designed to become a chemical factory for the future. This is the dream.

The above new technological production platforms can be reinforced with nanotechnology. 
Nanotechnology has its well-known suite of techniques that use and manipulate the usual properties that 
all substances exhibit at the scale of atoms and molecules. Recently, there has developed an increasing 
industrial interest in transforming nano-scale structures found in biomass for industrial use. These include 
nano-cellulose as a new commodity, which will take advantage of the long fibrous structure of cellulose to 
build new polymers, ‘smarter’ materials, nano-sensors or even electronics. Research in nano-biotechnology 
will aim at modifying the nano-scale properties of living wood and other biomass feed stocks to alter their 
material or energy-producing properties into new industrial products. 

This will lead to the creation of new markets for nano-materials, energy and pharmaceuticals, as well as 
to body armour, medical devices and food products. This transformation will also lead to the production 
of new forms of batteries, which have already been tried by nano-scientists from the University of Uppsala 
in Sweden, who have developed high quality paper batteries from coated cellulose fibres from hairy algae 
called cladophora. It is said that these batteries could hold 50 to 200 per cent more charge and be recharged 
many hundreds of times faster than the conventional rechargeable batteries. One of the scientists has 
remarked: ‘Try to imagine what we can create when a battery can be integrated into wallpapers, textiles, 
consumer packaging, diagnostic devices, etc.’ [Etc groups: 42].

The proponents of the bio-economy are, however, faced with a strategic dilemma, which makes their 
claims contradictory and unachievable short of annihilating the universe. On the one hand, they claim 
that the mix of biomass feed stocks and new technologies will provide solutions to energy, food and 
environmental crises afflicting the global capitalist economy. However, the crises arise not out of a shortage 
of any of these commodities, but the accumulated crises of the system caused by capitalist greed in search 
of private profit which has turned into a speculative activity against food production, as we saw above. 
This is especially so because the overwhelming and uncritical support for the ‘new’ bio-economy is coming 
from the same monopolies that brought about the earlier crises.

The predictions of these old monopolies, that by 2050 the world population would have increased 
by 50 per cent and food demand by almost 100 per cent, does not ipso facto mean that the new 
strategies they are proposing are the only ones that can solve these and related problems, since the same 
approaches to the population and food issue through GMO production has never addressed the current 
food requirements. Their warning that climatic change will make, at the very worst, the situation worse is 
correct, but the solution they propose is incorrect. This is because they prescribe the same kind of solutions 
they have recommended in the past for agriculture, that more and more chemicals will be required to 
rescue marginal lands and endangered habitats from crop production. Yet the same policy-makers argue 
that the experimental technologies they are recommending will not only make everything alright, but 
instead will mean imposing more demands on the soils and water supplies in the name of replacing the 
fossil carbons with living biomass. They are not able to provide a solution to this dilemma. According to 
the ECT group:
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If contained in bio-refineries – despite the proliferation of production sites and the quantities 
involved – we are told there is little danger of environmental contamination and that these 
new bio-factories can be fed sustainably. Those with similar hubris told that nuclear power 
would be safe and too cheap to monitor; that the chemical age would end hunger and 
disease; that biotechnology would end hunger and disease, too – and not contaminate; 
and – only recently – that climate change is probably a figment of our imagination. In 
other words, gamble with Gaia ... using experimental life forms on the back of contested 
hypotheses. More than a biomass grab or a Land Grab, this is an Earth Grab [Ibid: 55].

This Earth Grab will be a culmination of the activities of the transnational corporations that have for two 
centuries been working feverishly to own and control the entire earth for private profit of a few capitalists 
against the majority of humankind. They have advocated conservation of resources only when they served 
to enhance their future access to those resources for profit and not because they regard such resources as 
a common heritage of human kind.

The challenges for Africa
As pointed out above, Africa is being faced with a new drive to marginalise its people through hastened 
combination of the Green and the Gene Revolutions. This is because the land grabs that are under way are 
aimed at offloading the effects of the global capitalist crisis on the backs of the African people. 

According to a report from GRAIN, a civil society organisation monitoring land grabs, those driving 
the land grabs are in a large part ‘investors seeking a safe haven for their money amidst crashing financial 
markets’ by buying land cheaply and making it economically productive in a short period of time, ‘allowing 
them to make as much as a 400% return on investment within as few as ten years’.  

There have been three major reports which have appeared over the last two years that have reported 
the increasing land grabs in Africa. The first authored by GRAIN appeared in 2008. This report entitled: Land 
Grab or Development Opportunity: Agricultural Investment and International Land Deals in Africa, was the 
outcome of collaboration between four international organisations: Food and Agricultural Organisation 
(FAO), International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), International Institute for Environment and 
Development (IIED), and the World Bank. The report revealed that over the past 12 months alone, ‘large-
scale acquisition of farmland’ in Africa, Latin America, Central Asia and Southeast Asia ‘had made headlines 
in a flurry of media reports across the world’. It reported that lands which ‘a short while ago seemed of 
little outside interest [were] now sought by international investors to the tune of hundreds of thousands 
of hectares’. 

The report added that governments concerned about the stability of food supplies in their countries 
were promoting acquisitions of farmland in foreign countries ‘as an alternative to purchasing food from 
international markets’, which, as we have seen, were highly volatile and speculative. The report warned 
that these developments would have local and global impacts, especially for food security in the poor 
countries were the lands were being grabbed. 

The second report by the World Bank, which relied on the GRAIN report, counted 464 projects that had 
been involved in the land grabs covering an area of at least 46.6 million hectares of land in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. The report entitled: Rising Global Interests in Farmland: Can it yield sustainable and equitable 
results, estimated that 21 per cent of these land grab projects were bio-fuel-driven. The report explicitly 
acknowledged that policies of the Northern governments promoting bio-fuel mandates had played a key 
role in these developments. It pointed out that: ‘Bio-fuel mandates may have large indirect effects on land 
use change, particularly [in] converting pasture and forest land, with global land conversion for bio-fuel 
feed stocks expected to range between 18 and 44 million hectares by 2030’. 

The third report, issued by the Friends of the Earth movement in August 2010, looked at 11 countries 
in Africa and found that close to five million hectares of land – the size of Denmark – had already been 
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acquired by foreign companies to produce bio-fuels, mainly for Northern markets. This report, entitled 
Africa-Up for Grabs: The impact and scale of land grabbing for bio-fuels, was focused on the impact of bio-
fuel demand on land acquisitions in Africa. The report looked at the extent of these land acquisition deals 
for agro-fuels and raised questions about the impact on local communities and the environment. It found 
that, although information was limited, there was nevertheless growing evidence that significant amounts 
of farmland were being acquired for fuel crops, in some cases without the consent of local communities 
and often without a full assessment of the impact on the local environment. 

The report further pointed out that, whilst many of these land acquisition deals were for food cultivation, 
there was a growing interest in growing crops for fuel – agro-fuels – particularly to supply the growing EU 
market. The report also pointed out that these land grabs had been taking place against a backdrop of 
rising food prices, which led to the food crisis in 2008. There were, as a result, food riots in some developing 
countries, and in Haiti and Madagascar the governments were overthrown as a result of the crisis. The 
report pointed out that the crops being used for agro-fuels were a major factor in the rising price of food. 
It added that, as scientists and international institutions were beginning to challenge the climate benefits 
of this alternative fuel source, local communities, and in some cases national governments, were waking 
up to the impact of land grabs on the environment and on local livelihoods. 

Crisis and opportunity for Africa
The global capitalist crisis under way, although it affects Africa more than other continents, still offers 
opportunities for Africa to get out of the crisis. For one thing, the crisis has undermined the very rationale 
of the capitalist economy. As the Chinese maxim tells us ‘Every crisis is, at the same time, an opportunity’, 
and this opportunity should be seized upon. 

Link with Emerging Economies
Economic globalisation that engulfed the world, especially with the neo-liberal phase of the global 
economy, is beginning to wane. Indeed, the crisis under way now is the crisis of globalisation, which is 
leading to the strengthening of emerging powers and local powers, which include China, Brazil and South 
Africa. South Africa should lead African states to link with these economies to help Africa disentangle itself 
from the aprons of the imperialist powers.

Thus, the capitalist meltdown offers Africa and the rest of humankind the opportunity to overcome 
capitalism. The crisis offers opportunities for disengagement from the Old Boys networks and imperialist 
entanglements. China today is moving to enter into different kinds of arrangements with African countries, 
promising large investments to promote its own development. But Africa can take advantage of these 
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opportunities to reduce its dependence on the former colonial powers as well as the United States. 
Indeed, continent-wide projects and institutions such as NEPAD were created for this purpose – to create 
continent-wide economic and infrastructural projects that many small post-colonial states cannot embark 
on. 

Strengthen Local Economies
In the third article that I wrote for the Sunday Morning referred to above, I hypothesised the following Way 
Forward for Africa: First, for the first time, the poor communities and their leaders should wake to the reality 
that they need a food security policy as a matter of urgency about which they can no longer dilly-dally. 
That means they have first to focus on the home market to ensure that food and other consumer products 
are available for their local consumption. 

Second, the regional markets have to be developed to ensure that commodities that suit local tastes are 
promoted. This will ensure cross-exchanges between these countries as a source of immediate trade with 
neighbours. This means we should stress the reinvigoration of indigenous food crops as well as medicinal 
plants. This is because we cannot develop food security and pharmaceutical industries based on food 
crops and plants of which we have very little knowledge. This will also promote horizontal development 
as opposed to multinational vertical integration. Only then can we think of producing for global markets. 
The focus on local and regional markets means developing a local approach to economic management 
and this will have implications for the way in which we look at the world. There can be no single ‘centre’ 
that will determine the existence of all human beings everywhere because ‘one-size fits all’ will no longer 
be allowed to dictate global development. All human beings have to assume responsibility for their own 
survival and abandon the uni-linear epistemology of looking at complex and diverse realities in a one-
dimensional manner. 

Third, we have to consider the strategy of encouraging cooperative production among the farmers 
because, with the increasing populations driven by poverty and the great fragmentation of land holdings, 
it will not be possible for poor farmers to sustain families on the basis of small farm-holdings. The poor 
families must be encouraged to discuss the issue of land use and the environment seriously, for other 
issues such as global warming are already affecting their capacity to grow crops that can sustain them 
in periods of climatic change. This is a matter upon which leaders can no longer dilly-dally. They have to 
abandon failed policies of the World Bank that disregarded farmers’ capacity to innovate and embrace a 
home-grown approach that builds on what the people know and on local capacities.

New kinds of initiatives are emerging at a grassroots level aimed at developing new ways of managing 
economic relationships all over the world. These initiatives, which Professor Howard Richard is encouraging 
in Chile, include the urban-based ‘layered job-creation’ such as: for-profit businesses; the peoples’ economy; 
government work; non-profit businesses; and community services offered free of charge. All these 
experiments presuppose cooperative organisation. There are also positive experiences from the local 
economic responses to the crash in Argentina in 2001. Many informal sector activities abound in Africa, 
Asia and Latin-America that point the way to new discourses about local-based economies, which have 
the potential to develop into regional and global economies.

Fourth, a cooperative policy presupposes a sound credit policy that can enable farmers to borrow for 
their production, and, hence the need to hasten the creation of a new currency that can inform the creation 
of new credit systems locally. Already informal sector activities are based on local credit arrangements that 
enable small traders to lend each other money free of interest based on trust. This framework can be 
expanded into a regional credit system drawing on peoples’ own experiences. We should learn from what 
the people of Somaliland have done in this respect because they have a very strong local currency that is 
not pegged to any global currency. 

The global financial crisis has and will continue to undermine the dollar as an international reserve 
currency. This means that, in order to promote regional markets, we shall have to develop regional 
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currencies and credit systems linked to local-regional economic activities, including informal markets and 
mainstream economic activities, which will provide baskets of commodities that can be the basis of the 
regional currencies. Asia and Latin America are already developing these ideas and Africa should, though 
the African Union and the regional economic groupings, embark on this task with urgency. 

Finally, the workers and the unemployed middle classes in the developed capitalist countries who 
are increasingly falling by the wayside, must organise themselves politically and put forward their own 
packages for the taking over of the collapsing industries from the hands of the financial oligarchies who 
have laid to waste the economies on which they, the workers, have also been dependent. They should not 
sit silently while they allow the financial oligarchies to reorganise and put forward plans for their bail outs 
from their governments at their expense. Instead, they should work out their own plans for taking over the 
industries and managing them on a new cooperative basis, while they also assume responsibility to take 
over the States whose power structures, based on the exploitation of labour, can no longer be accepted. 
In so doing, they should attempt to link up with the poor communities in the South and establish a new 
global civil society on the basis of which a new federated system of states can emerge and on the basis of 
which a new global economy and market can be erected.

Towards the circular economy
In a recent monograph: From Agriculture to Agricology: towards a Global Circular Economy, I have proposed 
a new circular green economy called agricology as the new mode through which human, crop, plant, 
and animal reproduction can take place by drawing lessons from the negative experiences of industrial 
agriculture, by promoting agro-ecological methods of production.  Agricology is so named not merely 
as a play of words and semantics, but to remind us that, while we must pursue agro-ecological, organic 
farming and other forms of restorative agriculture on a new basis, we must also recognise that agro-
ecology must be underpinned by a new epistemology that grounds the new economy on the knowledge 
of the population who are the real producers, practitioners and restorers of nature. 

We have called this epistemology Afrikology [Nabudere, 2010A, 2010B] and this epistemology must 
combine with agro-ecology and other restorative circular systems to form a coherent, holistic philosophy 
that can underpin the new system instead of the reductionist contrived ‘sciences’ such as synthetic 
biology and other ‘sciences’. Therefore, we argue that agro-ecology in all its forms must be integrated 
with the epistemology of Afrikology into a synthetic system of ever-reproducing knowledge through ‘the 
Word’ as peoples’ living languages, through which they produce, communicate and utilise knowledge. 
Hence, agricology in its dual sense is a restoration of agriculture in its latest form of agro-ecology with its 
knowledge base, Afrikology. We have already seen that agro-ecology, in the form of organic farming, is 
based on the strength of the small farmer through replication to restore nature by the act of the wisdom 
that has been perpetuated from generation to generation through the ‘living word’ from ancestry, which 
believed in a circular reproduction of nature and the seed. 

It is not science or university colleges of agriculture that have ensured such a perpetuation but the living 
word of the languages and the continuous memories of every generation of what they learnt from their 
heritage. This is why the epistemology of Afrikology holds that for humanity to restore a holistic life that 
is not fragmented by the modern ‘scientific epistemology’, which separates the body and the mind, we 
must move towards a holistic, combined and trans-disciplinary approach to knowledge production that 
has a moral and ethical dimension, which only Afrikology can deliver. We have in fact noted that, in their 
activities, organic famers try to restore a moral and ethical basis to the restoration of nature, which they 
believe is sacred.

Afrikology is not an African ethnic epistemology. It is Afrik because it is from the Cradle of Humankind 
located on the African continent. It is logy because it is a re-assertion of the divine origin of the word 
(which the Greeks called logos) from which was derived the language and the written script from which all 
meanings emanate. The epistemology of the origin of the word as documented in the Memphite Theology 
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of Ancient Egypt is the naming of things by the Heart. This is the original epistemology of the ancient 
humans as they emerged from the Homo sapiens. This epistemology recognises the central role played 
by the senses – the eyes, the nose, the ears, the tongue, feeling and the heart. According to this original 
epistemology, it is the heart that named what the senses had experienced and the tongue that uttered 
what the heart had named. Hence, it is through the concepts that the heart creates perpetually from these 
human experiences of the senses that empirical knowledge is established. Thus the Word as originally 
conceived and preserved through human languages everywhere has perpetually been reproducing itself 
through dialogue and conversation. It is on this basis that we are able to communicate with one another 
and it is on this basis that we perpetually create all human knowledge. 

But this original epistemology was contradicted by the modern ‘scientific’ epistemology established 
by the European Enlightenment, which separated the heart and mind from the body in order to create 
a logico-mathematical language. It is this artificial language through which the ‘disciplines’, including the 
‘natural sciences’, were created and developed. Hence, it was through this logico-mathematical language 
that ‘science’ was able to arrive at the conclusion that it is only by ‘science’ that can ‘improve’ nature by 
making profits for private ends that ‘progress’ is possible. This has proved to be false as we have seen and 
this has been proven by small organic farmers through their indigenous knowledge. Their knowledge is 
perpetually created through their languages linked to the original living word, which has been preserved 
and perpetuated through their living language. 

Therefore, we must restore the integral unity of the mind and body by recreating a holistic epistemology 
that is caring to nature on which we depend. The concepts of Afrikology and agricology have therefore 
universal implications that apply to all communities and their capacities to create local capacities for their 
survival through their knowledge created through their languages. The new approach has therefore GLO-
CAL implications in that the future of the global economy will have to be locally based everywhere, hence 
we must be moving towards a GLOCAL economy and a GLOCAL citizenship. That in my view is what the 
future for Africa holds.

*Prof Dani Wadere Nabudere
Dani Wadere Nabudere was a director of the Afrika Study Centre and Marcus Garvey Pan-African Institute, Mbale, Uganda. He was a Minister of 
Culture and Community Development in the post-Amin interim government in Uganda after the Uganda-Tanzanian War of 1978-79 that overthrew 
Amin. During Professor Nabudere’s six years in exile in Tanzania, he met many of the liberation movement activists between 1973 and 1979, when he 
was an Associate Professor of Law at the University of Dar es Salaam.
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Synopses of the eight research projects

The rise and decline of the Mapungubwe civilisation
Systematic enquiry into the key dynamics of pre-colonial African societies is critical to the identification 
of key development challenges of today. Contemporary debates about development in South Africa 
often lack a clear understanding of the deeper history of the society. This has sometimes resulted 
in a failure to understand the way that trajectories of change within southern   Africa impact upon 
development interventions. Why did the Mapungubwe civilisation rise and decline? –And what are the 
lessons we can learn from it today? 

Nation formation and social cohesion
The discourse on nation formation in South Africa and elsewhere has circulated in a variety of forums 
for centuries. In light of this, it should not be treated as a recent phenomenon but as something 
both archaic and contemporary insofar as it pertains to social bonds, whether actual or imaginary. 
This discourse has been particularly pertinent to South Africa both before and after the attainment 
of democracy, as it is at the core of the project of national liberation. This project, among a range of 
interrelated objectives, seeks to establish whether the current period evinces progress or a regression of 
the liberating ideas and practices wrought in the struggle against racial domination in South Africa. What 
are the factors to take into account in this regard and, in any case, does the building of a nation matter? 

Poverty, inequality and patronage
A myriad challenges continues to face the post-apartheid state. Others are of recent origin, birthed by 
conditions that arose in the wake of the democratic breakthrough. Patronage in general, and political 
patronage in particular, have reared their heads in many guises. How does patronage manifest itself in 
local communities riven by poverty, and in a society with high levels of inequality? Is there a relationship 
among these dynamics, and how do poverty and patronage combine to shape the conduct of local 
politics? 

The arithmetic of savings
Savings is a fundamental ingredient for a successful growth and development strategy. It reallocates 
resources away from consumption towards accumulation and productive investment. It provides a 
protective buffer against volatile international markets, and it is used as a policy instrument to control 
fluctuations of international capital flows as well as to support a successful export strategy. In South 
Africa today the savings rate is too low to support required economic growth and development. What is 
the nature of the problem and what should be done? 
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The evolution of the South African state
The key project of the post-1994 South African government has been to radically transform South African 
society in order to address the inequities of the colonial and apartheid past. The State, largely inherited 
from the past, has been the primary instrument for effecting this transformation. But we have focused 
primarily on the objective – a transformed society – and less on the instrument being used to drive it. 
What character is our state, and how far has it been transformed to meet its objectives?

The use and displacement of platinum group metals
In an effort to militate against the impact of carbon-based energy on environmental sustainability, 
alternative energy sources are being explored. The development of the hydrogen economy, with fuel 
cells as an optimal mechanism to produce and store power, and other forms of energy, is one of the 
alternatives which could have a limited carbon footprint. Catalysis in the hydrogen economy is largely 
dependent on platinum-based metals, which would make Platinum Group Metals (PGM) strategic in 
such a new energy focus. This will have a huge impact on the South African economy given its large 
endowment of global PGM reserves. What does the road ahead look like for SA, in terms of economics, 
science and technology and geo-politics?

The art and philosophy of competitive football
Football has become a global phenomenon and a global culture that transcends borders, class, race, 
gender, and every creed. In South Africa, football is a sport of national interest and takes an important 
place in the hearts and minds of citizens. Whereas there is enthusiasm, support and talent on the ground, 
there is insufficient development, excellence and sustainability of policy, structures and programmes that 
should match the notion of a sport of ‘national interest’. The research seeks to investigate the systemic 
challenges facing South African football with specific focus on grassroots and youth football. 

Transdisciplinarity
South Africa has taken significant steps to strengthen its democratic dispensation. Much has been 
achieved in opening up space for the gains of political freedom, economic transformation and social self-
realisation including scientific and research advancement. Nonetheless, multi-layered challenges remain 
in many sectors of society and require innovative tools of analysis and solutions. Is transdisciplinarity as 
an epistemology and approach appropriate for conducting research, pedagogy and producing new 
knowledge?
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