The James Backhouse Lecture 2001
Reconciling Opposites. Reflections on Peacemaking in South Africa

Review by Trish Johnson, Australia Y early M eeting

hen political power in South Af-
Wricawas transferred peacefully in

1994 to the new Government of
National Unity, pegple were anazed at the
lack of videnceand thegenerosity and
moral stature of Nelson Mandela. Oncea
political prisoner, now a presdent, he em-
braced all South Africans. For many of us
who had watched the performance o white
Nationalist politicians over theyears and
thought we knew the inflexibleand domi-
nant Afrikaner character, there was grati-
tude that they too had been willing to negoti-
ate a peaceful settlement. How do people
cross baundaries toreconcilesuch differ-
ences?

This 2001 Backhause L edure cntains
the reflections of a man who traversed vast
distancesin his own life, belief and action,
and assisted anation to do o too.

Reconciling Opposites. Reflections on
Peacemaking in South Africais a fascinat-
ing account of the inner journey and outer
roleof Hendrick van der Merwe Afrikaans
conservaiveturned Quake peacemake, and
his five decades of peacemaking in South
Africa. Many oppasites are explared in the
lifeand times of this white South African:
Calvini st Boer and liberal Quaker; black
versus white; justi ce versus peace; coercion
versusnegotiation; partisan or impartial
intervention; forgivenessveraus retribution;
private convictions and public statements.

Friends attending the lecture at Australia
Yearly Meeting were grateful for the gift of
Hendrik van der Merwe's presence given his
frail hedth. Hishumility and humanity O
and humour 0 gave a glimpseof how this
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dlight man buil t trust with opposing enemies
and helped to bring them together.

The lecture highlights Quaker history in
South Africa, the visit of James Backhouse
and the political action and compassionate
care of Quakers during the Anglo-Boer war
when the first concentration camps, set up
by the British, killed 26,000 women and
children. In this period, the Quakers
"championed the underdogs”; in the 19650's
they did so again to support the blacks
against Boer oppression. In the 1970's,
Hendrik van der Merwe found himself inde-
pendently on the same path asQuake's
waorking against goarthed, econamic in-
equdity and pditical injustice. Since he
joined Friendsin 1974 Hendrik has been
activein South African and international
Quaker life.

Hendrik van der Merwe describes his
own transition from "conservative Afrikaner
to cosmapolitan African.” As a ninth-gener-
ation Afrikaner the stary of hisspiritual and
intellectual journey to academic, Quaker and
peace broker isfascinating. AsDirector of
the Centre for Intergroup Studiesin Cape
Town from 1968 to 1992, Hendrick van der
Merwe pioneered conflict resolution practice
and science. He was instrumental in fadli-
tating communication beween majar politi-
cal groupsin South Africa, including the
National Party, the African National Con-
gress the Inkatha Freedom Paty and the
Afrikaner Vryheidstigting.

The chapter an ethnidty describes the
author's "own escape fram ethnic pditics,”
and the complex task of recanciling ethnic
and radal graups in South Africa, including

the difficulties of being European Quakesin
an African soci ety.

Hendrik van der Merwe affirmsthat of
Godin everyone, but "is nat blind to the
presenceof evil." Asobsavers rather than
victims of discrimination and violence, we
may prefe peace to justice, fargiveness to
retribution. Who ar e we to judge the choices
of those who have suffered? Hendrik van
der Merwe contrasts the magn ani mity of
Nelson Mandela and his willingness tofor-
give, with Winnie Mandela and Steve Bikds
widow who want puni shment for the perpe-
trators beforethey can move an. Is punish-
ment necessarily an evil thing? May it be an
integral part of restitution? Theongang
tension baween needs for peace and recon-
ciliaion and the demandsfor retribution and
justice is arecurring theme of the | ecture.

The final chapter "Chall enges in the new
South Africa" challenges all Quakers.
Hendrik writes, "while retribution is com-
monly seen as neggative and forgiveness as
positive | argue that they are not mutually
exclusive or irreconcilable gpposites, but
form part of the continuum of responses to
prior injustices... Puni shment as retributi on
isthe paying of a debt toone's fdlow citi-
zens."

Hendrik van der Merwe makes a pl ea for
restitution, the synthesis o retribution and
forgiveness which allows a sodety to heal
itsed f and face the future. Sorry is not
enough.

(Friendswill be sorry to hear that Hendrik
van der Merwe diedrecently.)
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