Human Development and Public Participation

Honourable Chancellor, Vice Chancellor, members of senate, academics, students, parents and ladies and gentlemen. It gives me such a thrill to be a part of this auspicious occasion when you as new graduates and the university who has nurtured you can celebrate your success. For so many young people in our country and our continent, this achievement is but a dream. I would like therefore to congratulate each and every one of you for making it to this point in your lives. I am sure that for many of you, you did not think that this day would come and at times you wished that you could jus run away from it. But, you have prevailed and you have won. For your parents and guardians and those who mentored you, we are grateful. 

You are fortunate to be graduating from this great institution of Fort Hare University. Some of our greatest intellectuals have passed through these doors. Our liberty has been hard won by many freedom fighters who emerged from this very institution. You can be proud to carry this heritage with you into the world. 

I say “we” because we do not become or achieve anything without the collective input and support of others. Which brings me to my topic today, which is Human Development and Public Participation. 

Human development as defined by the United Nations refers to the quality of political, economic and social life of people within a country or geographical region. The United Nations measures this by means of the Human Development Index which looks at life expectancy, knowledge and education, and standard of living. The initial approach was an economic focus and took a very technical approach but this was strongly criticised by development practitioners. A deliberate effort was made to shift the initial focus from development economics from national income accounting to people centered policies and this brought the issues of human rights and gender equality and the overall idea of human wellbeing as prevailing principles.

This approach recognises issues of inequality and lack of access to important development opportunities, which determine the quality of life of people in our world. 

I work extensively in the Middle East across some 9 countries. That region brings into stark reality how the world works towards separation rather than integration. We see peoples of the Middle East being considered different based on their religious beliefs or their cultural views and because of this they are considered lesser than ourselves and this even amongst different nations within that region. Yet my work has shown me that every person in that region wants what everyone else in the world wants, a peaceful and a decent life for themselves and their children. They want fairness and justice just as we do. Yet I have also come to know that we are connected to that struggle in ways we are not really focussing on. The truth is that we are affected by those struggles even if we are not aware of it. It is vitally important that we understand our connections to people even if they are not in our view. 

Public Participation is a much debated globally, but is a real challenge for countries in transition particularly. It relates to the political concept of democracy with the dominant principle of good governance underpinning this system. Much emphasis has been placed on having democratic systems in countries across the world and in ensuring that such systems are fully functional. For a democracy to work properly, public participation is a prerequisite. This requires ordinary citizens to be involved with developing, designing, contributing to the implementation and monitoring all activities of government and civil society. In essence it places the responsibility for improving the quality of life and status of citizens in the hands of those citizens. 

South Africa is a country in transition having emerged from the most oppressive apartheid system of government. The inequality that apartheid was responsible runs along deep fault lines and shapes all aspects of our lives today. We have been very successful to a large extent to bring about change. We have the vote for all citizens of the country. We have a democratic government in place. We have been able to identify a good deal of the areas and aspects of inequality that exist. We have been able to effect some vital changes in our society through the repeal of extensive oppressive laws and government policies. We have a strong human rights framework in place which is aligned to international norms and standards. We have maintained a fairly steady economy and relative calm in the country against great odds. 

However, transformation remains elusive whether in our political, social and economic systems. The reality is that the bulk of the countries wealth is still in the hands of a small minority of people. We have a huge skills shortage across all sectors and our crime levels remain high. Changing this situation requires every one of us to be participating in the transformation process. We cannot sit on the sidelines and criticize or condemn a lack of delivery or inadequate development programmes or the implementation or lack therefore. We, the public have the responsibility to actively participate in all aspects of governance and civil society. Creating a just, free, safe and secure country is everyone’s responsibility. 

Just last week we were reminded during the Freedom Day celebrations that some 90% of the youth in this country are unemployed and they have little chance of changing their circumstances in the next decade. This does not augur well for our country. 

As you prepare to go out into the world today, armed with your newly acquired qualifications, you have to think and work beyond yourselves but look to the “the bigger picture”. Opportunities abound in the country if and when we can think outside of the traditional views. We should look at the human potential that we are and align this to the opportunities that exist and find a match, which makes a difference. Transformation is not the business of government or a few intellectuals but it is the business of everyone. This is what Public Participation refers to. Being active citizens in our democracy and acknowledging that we have a role too play in all aspects of our development as individuals and as communities and a society. 

Our human development happens in a socially constructed world, so it behoves us to interrogate very carefully our myths and mental models, which retard our development as a species in becoming mature human beings.

If we examine carefully our current human conflicts, they have, without exception, roots in the concepts of identity – and these are all socially constructed, they’re not givens. Some of these are racial, religious, political and gender-based, and intrinsic to them all is the myth of separation. We see ourselves and us and the other as “them”

So we need to explore this. Are we separate from each other? When I look out at you I see a sea of separate entities, and with this perception, the mind mistakenly assumes that there is a ‘me’ and the ‘other’. And in the gap between this ‘me’ and the ‘other’ is all our human suffering.

But Ubuntu dispels this myth: I am who I am because of you. In every way we co-generate our society for good or for worse. We are intimately connected; while I may see many bodies outside my own, I can only see these because of the one Consciousness, which is the field of humanity. In older traditions they would have called this Spirit. And I say that this is not a dirty word, as an immature science would have it, it is a metaphor for the fact of humanity. And humanity cannot be adequately conceptualised, yet it is in this that I find what it truly means to be a human Being.

We have subscribed to a materialistic world-view, which renders the world into discrete objects in order to manipulate and control others. Many of you here today are thinking of the fat salaries you would like to earn, the big cars you want to drive and the large houses you want to own. Every young person has the right to want a better life for themselves, the question is whether a better life means better material goods We have become oblivious of our connection with others. In this relationship the other exists for my gratification, not for co-creating the new. And so we have manipulation and control. This has wreaked havoc in the natural world, and continues to do so, and in the social world we are barely keeping our heads above water.

But in seeing the fact of our myriad connections or Ubuntu, we automatically start the journey of our human maturity, and in this journey there is no separation between the private and the public. What is within us has to be reflected in how we conduct ourselves in our public lives. A disconnection is what causes so much strife in the world today. 

I work on the issue of human rights and gender equality across the world. These are two of the most challenging areas when addressing human development because the inequality is still very strong. The inequality between the developed countries and the developing world, the inequality between those whose ethnicity sets them apart from “others”.

Religious differences, cultural and traditional differences are all about separateness as is the inequality between men and women. The relationship between men and women is very challenging as women continue to be subjected to all forms of discrimination in both public and private life limiting the possibility for either to develop their full human potential and their full humanity. This discrimination adds to the countries inability to reach its development goals. 

Over the past 15 years of working in this field, I have learned the importance of connecting with others of building partnerships and alliances. I have seen the power of the collective. I have learned that an idea in one part of the world can and does influence the ideas in other parts of the world. Most recently I spoke at the United Nations where I share the platform with women from every region of the world. I was stunned once again to find that the questions and concerns they were expressing in their context was the same as I was asking in mine. 

 I have also learned that inequality is present in almost all interactions and where this inequality exists, human potential is destroyed. Being mindful of these connections and their impact can and will make a difference to our lives and our world. 

Now as you go out into the world, you now have a choice to make. Do you prioritise your aims, ambitions and hopes or do you recognise a common humanity working for a full transformation of society which includes a transformation of ourselves. 

Are you going to chase money and prestige or will you see a value in contributing to the greater good of all. Your answer to this question will decide on the impact you will have. You can make a difference to the lives of many millions of people or you can just better your own circumstances. 

As Mahatma Gandhi said, “You have to become the change you want to see”. 

I wish you well in all of your future endeavours. Remember your academic roots at Fort Hare and carry the name of this great institution high at all times. It is a privilege to have been here and the value of that will become clearer to you over time. 

Good luck.

Dr Lesley Ann Foster
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