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NATIONAL CONSENSUS

Will budget be a step on the road to social cohesion?
ith finance
minister
Tito
Mboweni
about to rise

to present his budget speech,
you may think it strange that
this column deals with social
cohesion and not the economic
and Covid-19 crises we face.

The Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and
Development(OECD)describes
a cohesive society asone that
"works towards the wellbeing
of all its members, fights
exclusion and marginalisation,
creates a sense ofbelonging,
promotes trust and offers its
members the opportunity of

45
ag

YACOOB ABBA OMAR

r t;

upward social mobility".
This dichotomy of social

cohesion as a means to, and an
end of, development was laid
bare this past weekend when
the ANC hosted a virtual
roundtable on its social
cohesion and national question
policy document. The actual
event, and the paper, which I

co-authored, would have gone
largely unnoticed, but the
presence of former president
JacobZuma at the roundtable
ensured a record turnout.

The "national question" has
its roots in Europe of the 1800s,
especially as the Habsburg
empire was dissolving.
Countries such as Italy,
Germany and France had
struggle for national unification
and liberation. Now they had to
define themselves as nations.

SA's experience was shaped
by two key competing
nationalist narratives. White
Afrikaner nationalism
triumphed when the National
Party won at the polls in 1948.

The other narrative is that of
African nationalism, which
evolved through several
iterations, including
contestationswith the ideology
of the PanAfricanist Congress
and Black Consciousness.

But the nonracial core of the
ANC hammered out under the
Congress Alliance and
embodied in the Freedom
Charter triumphed and stood
the test of time and the
constitutional negotiationsof
the 1990s.

Almost three decades of
democracy later that consensus
seems to be coming apart. The
central concern addressed by
the policy document is: has the

national question been
resolved? The ANC policy
paper essentially argues that it
has not, and probably will not,
and that anyway it does not
really matter. Nation formation
is to be seen as a work in
progress, with a national
identity being redefined, just as
those European nations have
had to redefine themselves, or
as China or India have redefined
their national identities.

We have had moments
when we came together as a
nation; we adopted a
multilingual national anthem,
flag and the coatof arms. Our
national borders define us. The
constitution and Constitutional

Court, where our sovereignty
lies, are at the heart of our self-
identification as a nation.

But the persistence of race,
poverty and inequality issues,
the rise in ethnicity and the very
violent nature of crime, social
delivery protests, gender-based
attacks and femicide, and
xenophobia show the need for a
strategy to help deal with the
national question: that of social
cohesion.

Social cohesion in SA has
been the centre of more than a
decade's research, debate and
crafting of strategies.The ANC
policy document emphasised
that a social compacting
approach led by President Cyril

Ramaphosa was required to
give expression to the
aspirations for social cohesion.

It identifies four elements to
this mooted compact: the first
three are institutional capacity,
which refers to strengthening
an ethical and capable state;
inclusive economic growth,
which encourages
entrepreneurship asa core
plank; and progressive social
policies, which deliver the
basics such as health care,
proper education and housing.

These are to be underpinned
by the fourth elementa
foundation of social dialogue,
which involves leadership being
shown by the suspension of

short-term interests for the
long-term needs of the country,
awillingness by partners to
compromise and to
communicate the compromises
to their constituencies.

When we chew over the
2021budget speechwe should
ask ourselves to what extent
this is a first step on the long
road to social cohesion. And
hopefully the presence of a
former president at such a
discussion will not be needed to
focus our minds on this critical
policy question.

®Abba Omar is director of
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