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This afternoon, a select group of people gathered here at Freedom Park to reminisce about a 
meeting that took place in West Africa, 30 years ago. Many of them participated in that 
meeting, held from 9-12 July 1987, when a group of South African intellectuals tried their 
hand at conflict resolution. The Dakar Conference, as it became known, happened despite 
enormous odds, and it continues to be widely cited in peace studies across the world, because 
it was such an indomitable attempt at dialogue. I want to link into the historical reflection and 
argue that three decades later, South Africa needs another ‘dialogue intervention’.  
 
The reason is simple, but stark: despite all the wonderful developments in the world over the 
past three decades: the end of apartheid, the end of the Cold War, anti-retroviral drugs that 
save millions of lives, democracy spreading to all corners of the earth, international treaties 
that outlaw landmines and blood diamonds; the creation of the internet, and cellphones and 
laptops and tablets – despite the end of history, as Francis Fukuyama declared - we find 
ourselves in an age of despair.  
 
I chose the word ”despair’’ precisely because it is so negative: it conjures up emotions of 
anger, angst, alienation, apathy. These sentiments are rife in the South Africa of today: our 
economy has been declared as junk; we have become used to seeing chaos in parliament; 
corruption of staggering proportions; xenophobia, violence on university campuses. Our 
rhinos are being slaughtered, as are our farmers, our women and children. Racism is rampant; 
and the ‘’wretched” of our land is the majority in our land. 
 
South Africans are not the only people who are disillusioned with their institutions and who 
feel betrayed by their leaders. Think Brexit, and Donald Trump, and Arab Spring. Things are 
broken: FIFA, the International Criminal Court, the world’s climate. Things are fake: fake news, 
photo-shopped people, counterfeit medicine. Things are scary, and unpredictable: bombs in 
mosques and churches and at young people’s music concerts; governments acting like 
gangsters.   
 
Juxtaposed to this gloomy scenario, is the other bookend of my title: the idea of dialogue. It 
implies a reciprocal communication: dialogue is impossible to do unilaterally. It has hope at 
its core: the expectation that the end result - the sum - will be greater than the total of the 
parts. Dialogue also happens to be intrinsic to the two professions that I have personal 
experience of: diplomacy and academia. Diplomats, per definition, build bridges over 
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international divisions. They communicate continuously, even when political leaders threaten 
war, or threaten to build walls. Diplomats are trained in conflict resolution, and dialogue is 
their professional calling.  
 
Academia, where I now find myself, is also replete with notions of dialogue. Every academic 
publication, every lecture, is part of a “discourse”, an ongoing intellectual conversation. The 
inclination of academics to consider all sides to all arguments, and their standing in society 
allow them to act as honest brokers. The Dakar Conference of 1987 demonstrated the power 
of such de facto diplomacy. I will return to that idea in a short while.  
 
Because we tend to think of our current situation as bleak, I need to take you back to what 
the world looked like in 1987. The Cold War divided humanity, and bitterly so: billions of 
ordinary people were taught to see the ‘other’ side as either rapacious capitalists or godless 
communists.  
 
In 1987, the Berlin Wall was still slicing through German families; Soviet troops were still in 
Afghanistan; proxy wars were still mutilating Africa, Asia and South America.  
 
In that year, the United States reeled from the Iran-Contra scandal, and as if to punctuate the 
distress of the superpower, its stock market crashed, on what we now remember as Black 
Monday. Incidentally, or ironically, perhaps appropriately, in 1987 Prozac was released into 
the US market. In South Korea, one million citizens demonstrated violently against their 
military regime. Iraq and Iran were in the seventh year of their brutal war, a conflict that 
became, if anything, even more horrific when chemical weapons were used. On the border 
between China and Vietnam, thousands of troops were killed in the umpteenth border 
dispute. In Fiji, two military coups occurred during that same year. In the Middle East, the 
Syrian army marched into Beirut, and the Palestinians announced their first Intefadeh 
(uprising) against Israel.  
 
It is almost unthinkable now, but in the course of 1987 nuclear bombs were being tested, 
almost every month, by either the US or the Soviet Union. The United Kingdom and France, 
not to be outdone, exploded their own weapons of mass destruction during that same year.  
 
In Africa, the Chad-Libya war was raging; and in Nigeria as in so many other African states, a 
military regime was abusing its own people. Ethiopia was still staggering in the aftermath of 
its worst ever famine, and in Zimbabwe full-blown genocide (the Gukurahundi) was 
perpetrated in Matebeleland.  
 
The despair that defined 1987, was even more acute in South Africa. Apartheid had finally 
torn us to shreds. Civilians had become fair game in a campaign of terror, and we lived under 
draconian rule, in a country-wide state of emergency.  Our townships were burning, and 
swathes of the country were plunged into anarchy. Our government had nuclear bombs. The 
National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) embarked on South Africa’s longest and worst labour 
strike ever. While the South African Defence Force was fighting fellow Africans inside and 
beyond our borders, the South African economy was choking on international sanctions. 
Thousands of South Africans, those who could afford to do so, emigrated, expecting imminent 
civil war. In a way, civil war was already happening. 
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Then, against the odds, in the midst of despair, an intellectual intervention. A dialogue. The 
Institute for Democratic Alternatives in South Africa (IDASA), fed-up with a recalcitrant 
government, took a group of mainly Afrikaner intellectuals to Senegal, to meet with leaders 
and fellow intellectuals from the African National Congress (ANC). The meeting was unusual, 
and high-risk for both sides, because the ANC was banned - Enemy No 1 of the National Party 
government.  
 
The talks were tense, uncomfortable, difficult, and few actual problems were resolved. The 
remarkable achievement, of course, was that there was DIALOGUE.  So: if little of substance 
was actually achieved at the Conference, what can we learn from the event? And why has the 
Dakar Conference contributed so much to the tenets of new generation conflict resolution 
theory? 
 
I have listed eight lessons; I am sure there are many more. 
 
1.  Conflict starts at home and must be solved at home 
 
Until the end of the Cold War, the political geography of international conflict had a different 
profile: most wars were fought between states. The result was that war could be ended by 
executive decision: as soon as the Commanders in Chief declared the war to be over, the 
peace-deal could be signed. The implementation of peace agreements was straightforward, 
because there was clear hierarchy in the command structures of formal armies. 
 
Contemporary conflicts mostly start as domestic conflicts, and this means that the 
combatants include non-state-actors. The range of sources and catalysts of conflict, is greater 
than ever before. Moreover, intra-state conflicts tend to spill over borders, infecting entire 
regions for prolonged periods of time. The struggle against apartheid in South Africa 
destabilised the entire Southern African region, and the resolution of our domestic problem 
would, in turn, impact the whole region. This is why the talks in Dakar were so keenly followed 
by other Africans, and why the entire continent became a stakeholder in the process. 
 
Intra-state conflict tends to be intractable, and external mediation in such cases is exceedingly 
difficult: traditional diplomacy focuses on state-to-state diplomacy. Chester Crocker, who was 
Assistant Secretary of State for the US when it tried to mediate in the Southern African region 
during the late eighties, famously referred to the process of mediation as “herding cats”.  
 
One only has to look at the recurring conflicts across our continent: Sudan, Mozambique, DRC, 
Côte d’Ivoire, Burundi – the list goes on and on – to know that sadly, successful mediation is 
the exception rather than the rule. The South African case is often cited in mediation studies, 
but the truth is that our conflict was NOT mediated: it was solved because South Africans 
were talking to each other directly. A conflict that starts at home, must be solved at home.  
 
We cannot rely on external saviours. 
 
 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Institute_for_Democratic_Alternatives_in_South_Africa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African_National_Congress


4 
 

2.  Peace must be built 
 
Peace is not a once-off achievement. It is a relationship among people, and like all 
relationships, it needs to be nurtured. The first ever United Nations Secretary-General who 
hailed from the continent of Africa, Boutros Boutros-Ghali from Egypt, authored a seminal 
report in 1992: it was called the Agenda for Peace. Boutros-Ghali added to the traditional 
instruments of peace processes – which included activities such as preventive diplomacy, 
peace-making and peace-keeping – the element of peacebuilding. It differed from the other 
concepts in the sense that it did not focus only on the settlement of a specific conflict, but 
indicated a complex, long-term, pro-active commitment.  
 
At the core of peacebuilding lies the transformation of society:  the construction of a new 
socio-economic and political environment. Each peacebuilding situation is uniquely 
constituted, but! an holistic transformation is just that: it needs to be sufficiently 
comprehensive to address at least five distinct dimensions (a) security; (b) political transition; 
(c) socio-economic development; (d) justice and human rights; and (e) the mobilization of 
resources.  
 
Without setting out to comply with any theory on peacebuilding, the participants in the Dakar 
Conference inadvertently started with a peacebuilding process: they were not there just to 
try and conclude a peace-deal, but to brainstorm the long-term reconstruction of South 
African society. In typical academic style, the IDASA group had prepared written submissions 
that delved into a variety of South African challenges for a post-apartheid government: 
language policy, future economic regulation, the drafting of a new constitution, 
demilitarisation, and so forth. The papers of the delegates had to be submitted in advance. 
And, following the practice of academic peer review, the ANC group had opportunity to 
critique these papers, and to give their own views on the various topics.  
 
A dialogue, indeed. 
 
3. The ocean is made up of single drops of water  
 
The odds against the Dakar Conference were prohibitive. I mentioned the state of the world 
and the state of South Africa during 1987.  It was an age of despair! Within the ANC, other 
liberation movements, the South African government, civil society organizations and the 
broader international community, there were many who thought the Dakar Conference was 
madness. So many people had given up hope on a positive outcome for South Africa. And 
surely, lurking even in the minds of the delegates in Dakar, there must have been the fear of 
humiliation, even disaster. Thank God they did not shrink back from doing the right thing.  
 
Within months, their example was followed in venues across the continent, and in Europe, as 
South Africa’s civil society connected across the apartheid scars. Religious leaders, students, 
captains of industry, even rugby administrators met with exiled compatriots, in a wave of 
civilian diplomacy. The domino effect caught up with the South African government, and the 
rest, as they say, is history. When President FW De Klerk announced the unbanning of 
liberation movements on 2 February 1990, the world was stunned. But by April 1994, the 
world celebrated with South Africans when we had our first ever democratic elections. At that 
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stage, everybody (except perhaps the most hate-filled of cynics) could claim a stake in South 
Africa’s transition.  
 
The point is that every initiative counts. Peace (just like hate!) is a self-fulfilling prophesy.  
 
We must pool every drop. 
 
4.  Peace does not pivot on technology 
 
Our millennial generation might be aghast at the fact that back in 1987, there was no internet. 
You could not ‘google’ anything. There were no cell-phones, laptops, or tablets. The ANC 
members in exile could not SKYPE the IDASA group.  The IDASA people could not ‘like’ the 
ANC on Facebook. Nobody ‘Tweeted’. Did this make the Dakar Conference less influential? I 
don’t think so.  
 
Of course Information and Communications Technology (ICT) offers spectacular advantages. 
Access to the Internet is now considered a basic human right in a growing number of 
countries. Conflict resolution can have real-time participation from locations that are 
physically inaccessible, or in other time zones.  But ICT also has painful drawbacks, and it 
carries the potential for sophisticated deceit, and subversion, even terror. Just last week, the 
WannaCry worm held the world to ransom.  
 
Another, more subliminal cost of ICT is the extent to which it desensitizes us. Sure, we are 
aware of everything happening everywhere, but true to human frailty, we start to switch off. 
The overload of information, the constant noise that swirls around us, is making us numb, at 
best, and cynical, at worst. We have become slaves to social media, and we need to wrest 
back our personal space.  Academics have traditionally used the environment of universities 
as an rntellectual sanctuary, a space wherein they could reflect, substantively, on long-term 
issues. But even academics are falling prey to the false promise of an information society.  
 
In the domain of conflict resolution, there are no quick fixes. Peace is not a sound byte. And 
we cannot replace human interaction with virtual tricks.  
 
Face to face communication makes people feel human, valued, and secure.  
 
5.  Peace comes at a price 
 
Like all long-term relationships, peace cannot be bought, but it comes at a price.  The 

transformation of a society is an enormously expensive venture, and it is often actively 

undermined by parochial interests.  Ask anybody who has lived through a conflict in a 

resource-rich poor state: “need, greed, and creed” fuel conflicts, as William Zartman put it so 

eloquently.  

The price for peace is also paid by individual peacemakers. Do not for a moment think that 
the Dakarites received a heroes’ welcome when they returned home after the Conference. 
Within both camps, there were allegations of ‘selling out’.  
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In the case of the Afrikaner intellectuals, the South African Government branded them as 
“useful idiots”– people who stupidly put themselves at the mercy of a manipulative enemy.  
There were threats of treason trials; then-President PW Botha even warned that he would 
take away their passports. Theuns Eloff, a member of the delegation who would later be 
appointed as administrator of the official multiparty peace negotiations, was hounded out of 
his position as a Minister in the Reformed Church. There were so many sacrifices on all sides, 
and many of those stories we will never know because they happened at a personal level.  
 
Peace is expensive, and it requires courage.    
 
6. Conflict-resolution must be inclusive 
 
A peace process is doomed to failure when it is not inclusive of all the stakeholders. But being 
inclusive, or staying inclusive, is not as simple as it sounds. In many cases, parties to a conflict 
are deliberately fickle, and use their participation as a bargaining chip. In some cases, halfway 
through negotiations, a party can split into smaller groups – the opposition in Zimbabwe, in 
South Sudan, and in the DRC have shown how fragmentation can derail the efforts of 
peacemakers. The Dakar Conference did not have to contend with the complexities of the 
multiparty negotiations that would follow three years later, but it did demonstrate inclusivity 
at a smaller scale. The meeting did not just involve exiled political leaders and academics: 
there were teachers, journalists, writers, poets, artists, directors, and other professionals.  
The idea was that an entire ‘society’ needed the dialogue . 
 
One of the debates at the Conference actually addressed the issue of “liberatory intolerance”. 
Would it not be an absurd extreme for liberal freedom to allow expression of ideas that 
countered that very freedom? The debate could not be settled, and it rages on across the 
world, in liberal democracies. But even a cursory look at the South African Constitution that 
would eventually be drafted (with the help of several of those same Dakarites) shows that 
 
we err, correctly, on the side of inclusivity.  
 
7.  Promote peace though publication 
 
The IDASA delegation, constituted as it was of intellectuals, was, not surprisingly, inclined to 
follow-up the Dakar Conference with publications. This involved writing in both the popular 
media, and publication of articles in more scientific, professional or esoteric journals.  
 
Recall, however, that during 1987, South Africa did not enjoy freedom of speech. Newspapers 
were not only restricted in what they could publish, but their offices could also be, and were 
frequently, raided by the security police. Ask Max du Preez about his experience with Die Vrye 
Weekblad, the progressive newspaper he founded after his return from the Dakar 
Conference.  
 
Let us admit that governments of all hues can have a fractious relationship with the media. 
Our post-1994 government has frequently painted the media as deliberately subversive. We 
do not have time to explore the complex role of the media (the Fourth Estate” as it is known) 
in world politics. Suffice to say that they can be formidable partners in conflict resolution 
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processes. When the Dakar Conference happened, the South African media went into a 
frenzy. And whether they commended or condemned the meeting, they could not stifle the 
dialogue it had ignited. Slowly, but surely, the themes that were discussed at the Conference 
seeped into the mainstream media. This in turn, de-demonized the ‘’other” side for ordinary 
South Africans.  
 
In short, the barrage of pro-negotiations publications that followed the Conference set in 
motion a public debate that became unstoppable.  
 
In any age, especially in an age of despair, it is incumbent upon those who can publish, to do 
so – not just for posterity, but because it is a form of leadership. 
 
8.  Don’t wait for political leadership 
 
And this brings me to my last point: we cannot wait for political leadership to demonstrate 
the values we cherish.  
 
If, back in 1987, we had waited for Government to save us from our misery, we would 
probably have ended up with an even greater conflict. Leadership does not have to be 
populist, it does not require a hashtag, or a slogan. The delegations that constituted the Dakar 
Conference, invested only their own individual comparative advantage in the initiative. Each 
of us has something to offer, and when political leadership fails us – as it did in 1987, and as 
it does now – we must do something. 
 
Conflict resolution theory tells us that the first step is confidence building between 
adversaries. It is of fundamental importance in any peace process, because conflict feeds on 
mistrust, misinformation, and misinterpretation. Once direct talks take place, the walls come 
down. For the group that met in Dakar, it was a moment of recognising fellow South Africans, 
reaching out across the suspicion and fear that had divided them for decades. Individuals 
assumed personalities, and eccentricities. The sweeping labels: subversive communists on the 
one side, and militaristic racists on the other side, somehow started to seem ridiculous.  
 
What was at stake? Well, everything. Their reputations, their lives. The future of our country.  
 
 
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

 
So, in 2017, when we are once again at the precipice, should we try to copy the Dakar 
Conference? No, of course not. We live in a constitutional democracy. There is nobody in 
exile. There is no government in waiting, despite the ambitions of opposition parties. Our 
press is triumphantly free. The world looks different, and so does South Africa.  
 
Yet, we once again have a crisis that demands an intellectual intervention. There were many 
issues that we failed to resolve during our political journey over the past 30 years. In the 
delirium of our democratic honeymoon, we neglected the wider picture, the full mosaic 
peacebuilding.  
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Fortunately, the seeds were recently sewn: on 5 May 2017, in Johannesburg, eight South 
African organizations launched the National Foundations Dialogue Initiative (NFDI). The idea 
was first raised by former President Mbeki, who, fittingly, had been the leader of the ANC 
delegation that participated in the 1987 Dakar Conference. The NFDI announced its intention 
to be an inclusive dialogue about the state of South Africa. Wisely, it did not set itself any 
quick or easy targets.  
 
As happened in 1987, there are the detractors, people and parties who say they ‘cannot’ talk 
to one or more of the other parties. Once again, certain elements resort to violence, sweeping 
statements, insults when they cannot engage in a meaningful conversation. They are good at 
monologue, but the idea of dialogue, the leitmotiv of the Dakar Conference, they have yet to 
understand.  
 
We should not allow anybody to derail this process. In this age of despair dialogue is the only 
way out.  
 
 
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 
 
 
 
 


