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Editor’s
Message

In our first newspaper publication, I wrote that Nova Mentis 
would be the vanguard of new ideas and facts, and that we 
were to promote shared accountability, emphasise growth 
and development instead of transformation and redistribution 
and promote an equal stake for all in a truly non-racial state. 
This vision is more than alive today, and we have sought to 
promote it in a new way that keeps up with modern trends and 
realities. Following the successful creation of a pilot magazine 
in November 2019, we worked tirelessly to produce what you 
are reading now: our very first issue. We hope that we have 
succeeded in our endeavour to deliver to you factual, data-
driven analyses coupled with solutions that are unique, yet 
practically and theoretically sound. 
The aim of the quarterly Nova Mentis magazine is to crea-
tively give expression to the best ideas of our youth think-
ing tank, consisting of members all over the country. Our 
mission is to position this magazine as a manifestation of 
prudent solution-based analyses by South Africa’s leading 
youth intellectuals and academics, and to continually share 
it with those individuals and organisations that influence dis-
course and policy in South Africa. 
We believe that this endeavor is well-suited to influence po-
licy and decisions that leaders make, and to sway discourse 
in South Africa away from ideology and politics – especially 
identity politics – towards future-focused solution-seeking.
We therefore believe that this publication is critical for the 
future and we rely on your support to sustain and improve 
this endeavor. 
The failures that we observe around us can be undone. We 
can change our minds, change our decisions, change our 
course, change our way of thinking about past and future, 
and save ourselves. Or, we can acquiesce in the ideological, 
solution devoid winds of destruction that, if left unattended, 
will destroy our country. Nova Mentis chooses the former, 
and my hope is that you will join us on this journey.

Tian Alberts

Editorial team

Editor-in-chief: Tian Alberts 

tian@nmonline.co.za

Managing editor: George van Dyk 

george@nmonline.co.za

Designer: Dejan Nikolic 

dejanick.office@gmail.com

Management

Manager: Philip van Schalkwyk

Executive management

Chairman: Tian Alberts

Treasurer: Luam Schoeman

Secretary: Wihan Marais

Language services

Editing and translations:  

University of Stellenbosch  

Language Centre 

fpsnyman@sun.ac.za

Proofreading:

Liné Martin

Albin Bouwer



PAGE 4   ISSUE 1

Nova Mentis

A 
cr

iti
ca

l p
oi

nt
 

in
 h

is
to

ry

W ith over
whelming 
statistical 
evidence 
and de

monstrable practical implica
tions, the coronavirus pande
mic has brought the world to its 
knees. Initially treated with the 
contempt typically bestowed 
on conspiracy theories and 
media sensationalism, it has 
grown into a global health 
emergency. However, despite 
this international health di
saster, the odds are still in hu
manity’s favour if – and only 
if – some inconvenient truths 
are collectively accepted and 
acted upon.

Coronavirus (severe acute 
respiratory syndrome corona
virus 2, or SARSCoV2) is part 
of the coronavirus family and 
originated in Wuhan, China. 
The virus causes coronavirus 

disease, or COVID19, which is a 
respiratory illness. 

By 31 March, approximate
ly 801 061 people had been in
fected across 200 countries. Of 
the 211 068 cases with known 
outcomes, 172 319 had re
covered and 38 749 had died. 
The USA, Italy and Spain have 
respectively experienced the 
greatest number of COVID19 
cases, while the USA has been 
declared the new epicentre 
of the pandemic, with over 
164 359 confirmed cases. The 
number of cases in South Afri
ca stood at 1 326 on 31 March, 
with local transmissions con
firmed in numerous provinces.

Similar to the flu?
It is somewhat tempting to 

equate COVID19 to seasonal 
flu, and it is unsurprising that 
a considerably large cohort 
defaults to this position. How

ever, this position is not only 
patently false, but poses a se
rious threat to the health of 
humanity. A wealth of reliable 
data on the severity of CO
VID19 is freely available, most 
of which is presented in a way 
that promotes an intellectual 
understanding of the pan
demic. It would greatly benefit 
humanity’s war on this virus if 
this information scares people 
not out of their wits, but, in
stead, into their wits. 

The contagiousness of a 
communicable disease is part 
and parcel of a comprehensive 
analysis of its mortality rate. 
Like all other communicable 
diseases, the contagiousness 
of COVID19 is quantified by 
a statistical value called R0 
(Rnought). This value quanti
fies how many people a carrier 
is likely to infect with the di
sease. Any value greater than 1 

George van Dyk

Coronavirus 
pandemic
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is not selfregulating, meaning 
that without drastic measures 
such as social distancing or 
vaccines, the disease will spiral 
out of control. To put things 
into perspective, the R0 value 
for measles sits somewhere 
between 11 and 18. Therefore, 
were it not for vaccination, 
measles would quite literally 
plague humanity. According to 
multiple sources, including the 
New England Journal of Medi
cine, the R0 value for COVID19 
lies between 2 and 3,11, and at 
1,3 for influenza (the flu). This 
makes COVID19 twice as con
tagious as the flu.

The mortality rate
In the light of the trend 

that mortality rates for new 
pandemics decrease over time 
as testing becomes more like
ly to include people with mil
der illness who are less likely 
to die, it is possible that the 
most conservative estimate of 
the mortality rate of COVID19 
might be lower than 1%. How
ever, there is currently no clear 
data to support this assump
tion in the case of COVID19. 
It is noteworthy that mortality 

rates are complex, multivari
ate functions that differ across 
countries and even provinces.

Nevertheless, the most 
conservatively estimated mor
tality rate of COVID19 for the 
purposes of this analysis, ave
raged across all age groups 
and countries, is 1%. The mor
tality rate of seasonal flu, on 
the other hand, is about 0,1%, 
according to Tedros Adhanom 
Ghebreyesus, the World Health 
Organisation’s (WHO) direc
torgeneral. This figure was 
confirmed by the Centers for 
Disease Control and Preven
tion (CDC) with respect to the 
United States. On the face of 
it, 1% and 0,1% are, ostensibly, 
low mortality rates. However, 
1% is a full order of magnitude 
larger than 0,1%, making CO
VID19 ten times deadlier than 
the flu. On top of this, hospitals 
have limited ventilators and are 
overburdened with COVID19 
cases. In effect, therefore, they 
are left to decide who lives 
and who dies. As hospitals are 
increasingly overwhelmed, the 
mortality rate continues to rise.

The CDC further estima
ted that approximately 31 

million people had caught 
the 2018/19 seasonal flu in the 
United States. Consequently, it 
is reasonable to assume that, 
without any drastic preventa
tive measures, COVID19 could 
easily infect at least 62 million 
Americans alone – which, at 
a mortality rate of 1%, could 
potentially result in 620 000 
deaths. This increases almost 
double to 1,197 million deaths 
when considering the current 
mortality rate of 1,93%, and 
more than threefold to 2,108 
million deaths in the United 
States when considering the 
WHO’s estimated mortality 
rate of 3,4%. Globally, without 
adequate preventative mea
sures, up to 210 million people 
could die. While these figures 
present worst case possibili
ties, it is critical to accept that 
COVID19 is as it stands poten
tially 12 times deadlier than the 
seasonal flu.

Social distancing 
and distributed 
computing

Social distancing is exactly 
what the name suggests: the 
limitation of physical social 

interactions. In practice, this 
is achieved in various ways. 
Methods with the highest 
impact are the suspension 
of schools and universities, 
travel bans, the prohibition of 
gathe rings of over 100 peo
ple, and the option to work 
from home. Of course, basic 
hygiene, of which regular 
handwashing is the most cru
cial, is paramount.

What has been missing in 
media coverage and discourse 
to date, though, is how exactly 
the average person could help 
resolve the pandemic, and 
not just mitigate it. One can 
assume that this nightmarish 
pandemic will only be resolved 
once a safe, effective vaccine 
has been developed, which 
may take up to 18 months ac
cording to medical experts.

Distributed computing 
offers a promising solution 
to this crisis. Distributed com
puting entails a computer sys
tem with components spread 
out on connected compu
ters, which subsequently al
lows tasks to be completed 
across the network. Folding@
home is one such distributed 

Cumulative COVID-19 cases, recoveries, and deaths. Logarithmic scale; straight lines show exponential growth.
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computing project that has 
jumped on board to help fight 
COVID19. Freely and securely 
available from foldingathome.
org, your computer is con
nected to a network of simu
lations of COVID19 and how 
the protein molecules “fold”, 
hence the project name. A 
simulation of how the protein 
molecules fold furthers the 
understanding of how the 
virus works. This, in turn, faci
litates the development and 
testing of novel treatments 
and, most crucially, a vaccine. 
By 23 March, 110 685 com
puters had been linked to the 
Folding@home network.

Simulations and 
research

Many parameters and set
point values, known as input 
variables, are used in each 
simulation. Millions of input 
variable combinations exist 
and each simulation must run 
to completion, which takes an 
enormous amount of time. Put 
simply, therefore, each simula
tion may be viewed as a lotto 
ticket towards a vaccine for 

COVID19. Ensuring maximum 
convenience, these “lotto ti
ckets” operate as a background 
process and may be run simul
taneously with one’s regular 
computing tasks.

Researchintensive uni
versities too have a crucial 
role to play. Not only should a 
considerable portion of their 
massive research power be 
pumped into COVID19 re
search, but their vast compu
ting power, operating on ro
bust fibre backbones, should 
also be directed towards dis
tributed computing initiatives 
such as Folding@home. Such 
a contribution to a COVID19 
vaccine would be extremely 
costeffective, as all the capital 
costs (the computing power 
and the networks themselves) 
have already been covered. 
Of course, this should be a 
rigorous and coordinated ef
fort that takes into account 
the opportunity cost incurred 
by other research projects. 
Therefore, resources must be 
distributed efficiently and fair
ly, without any network con
gestion.

Repurposed 
production lines

Although less executable 
for the average person than 
distributed computing, and 
more of a mitigation strategy 
than a solution in and of itself, 
large companies and manu
facturers should repurpose 
their manufacturing lines. The 
Louis Vuitton fashion house, 
for example, has repurposed 
its perfume production line to 
synthesise alcoholbased hand 
sanitiser, a necessity in these 
times. Likewise, Rolls Royce 
is producing ventilators, with 
motor vehicle manufacturers 
in Uitenhage, Eastern Cape, fol
lowing suit. These innovative 
changes will aid overburdened 
healthcare systems around 
the globe and save lives. Other 
production lines should be 
repurposed to produce other 
essentials that are in short sup
ply, such as ventilators, testing 
kits and much more. 

In the same vein, the world 
must prepare its production 
lines for the unprecedented 
manufacturing of the COVID19 
vaccine once available. Vaccines 

are only effective if everyone 
gets them – a concept known 
as herd immunity. This is why it 
is critical that supply does not 
fall short of demand. These pro
duction lines will undoubtedly 
be profitdriven, which may 
be a good thing, provided that 
world governments intervene 
to ensure reasonable pricing. 
Laissezfaire1 economics simply 
will not do.

COVID19 is a human trage 
dy, but there is light at the end 
of this tunnel. To reach this 
light, we need to cooperate. 
We need to innovate. We need 
to accept the unsettling infor
mation provided by experts, 
reject sensationalised hysteria 
from the media, and act ac
cordingly. Most importantly, 
however, we need to stand 
together and realise that our 
enemy is COVID19.

1 Laissezfaire is French for ‘leave 

to be’, a term used in economics to 

describe an economy where private 

parties are completely autonomous 

from governments and experience 

zero government intervention such 

as regulation and taxation.

Computing power of Folding@home network over the past 50 days, as at 27 March 2020.
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Philasande Shongwe

F r e e  i s  m o r e
e x p e n s i v e

T he burning issue in the con
tinuing discourse on free 
education (perhaps even 
more so than addressing 
the setting alight of buil

dings at the University of KwaZuluNatal 
in February) is how we build an econo
my that works for all South Africans. 
According to our late former President 
Nelson Mandela, education is unequi
vocally the cardinal pillar of any pros
perous society. It thus comes as no big 
surprise that many South Africans re
gard 2017 as a huge leap forward, given 
former President Jacob Zuma’s declara
tion of free higher education for “poor 
and workingclass” students. Unfortu

nately, the reality of ‘free’ education is 
not that rosecoloured or dreamy.

Past lessons
Scholars of history and econo mics 

have become acquainted with the 
phrase “the poor and workingclass” 
since its introduction into the politi
cal sphere in the mid19th century. 
Economic policies have since been 
incepted to correct historical wrongs 
and empower the disenfranchised. 
The altruistic desire to help the poor is 
neither new nor unique to South Afri
ca. Paradoxically, it has shown us that 
the road to hell is often paved with 
good intentions.

A lesson South Africa seems un
willing to learn from countries such as 
Germany and Norway, is that a strong 
economy serves as a precursor to the 
insistence on free quality primary and 
secondary education. In addition, plain 
obscurantism fosters the denial of the 
painful lessons of Mozambique’s FRE
LIMO dystopia and Kenya’s failed free 
higher education model. The higher 
education participation rate was less 
than 1% under FRELIMO in the mid
1990s and is presently at less than 10%, 
while a participation rate of at least 50% 
is ideal by international standards. Ken
ya was able to improve its university 
enrolment from 571 students in 1964 
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to 5 411 in 1980. However, despite this, 
in the 1970s only 14% of primary school 
students had the academic merit re
quired for enrolment at a government 
maintained secondary school. We need 
to choose whether we want to follow 
Mozambique or Norway.

Dispelling myths
Moreover, a few myths need to 

be dispelled. The first and most perti
nent is that free higher education will 
help the poor. While it is true that the 
abolition of tertiary education fees 
increased the demand for tertiary e  du    
cation, of equal truth and perhaps 

greater importance, is that its supply 
remained unchanged. Only about 5% 
of South Africans between the ages 
of 15 and 34 are enrolled at universi
ties. This means that universities can 
accommodate, in their current capa
cities, a meagre 18% of South African 
matriculants. The success of a policy is 
thus predicated not on its supposed 
nobility but on its unassailable prag
matism. 

It is an inconvenient truth that 
university access is no less difficult 
today than it was a few decades ago 
and it remains a competitive exercise 
between students from all over the 

world. Disempowered students who 
attend the worst schools in the coun
try subsequently fare poorly against 
their more affluent counterparts.

The second claim about free high
er education worth disposing of is 
that it is, well, free. Politicians often 
use euphemistic language to entice 
their constituencies. The ANC has pro
claimed, amid the technical rece ssion, 
that South Africa is “experiencing 
negative growth”. This is a falsehood 
of note as the economy is not gro w
ing negatively – it is contracting. The 
World Bank recently published an arti
cle expressing deep concerns about 
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“South Africa’s R172 billion free edu
cation plan” that is completely at odds 
with the South African economy, an 
economy that has experienced a ver
tiginous decline since President Cyril 
Ramaphosa assumed office. 

In addition to these contemporary 
economic woes, the university dropout 
rate has not slowed down. A staggering 
47% of the aforementioned 18% of ma
triculants enrolled at universities discon
tinue their studies. All of this is despite 
the abolition of tuition fees. Of the 53% 
that graduate (which is 9.5% of all ma
triculants), 31% remain unemployed.

Free is not feasible
If providing equal opportunities 

for students regardless of their back
grounds is the paramount objective 
(which it indeed should be), then free 
higher education is not going to ac
complish this. Free education is neither 
feasible nor being implemented at the 
right level. 

Instead, the hornets’ nest that is the 
National Curriculum for Basic Education 
(NCBE) (covering primary and secon
dary education) needs to be given the 
highest priority. In a study conduct
ed by the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development in 
2015, South Africa ranked 75th out of 76 
countries, indeed a lamentable failure. 
Teacher absenteeism only compounds 
this difficulty. 

South Africa should follow Zimbab
we’s example by adopting an inter
national curriculum, which has seen 
them boast one of the best education 
systems in the world. A move of this 
nature would also effectively curb the 
dropout rate, as it would ensure that 

students are better prepared for a 
daptation to university life. The know
ledge attained in mathematics, English, 
science, accounting, and economics is 
universal. The standard at which these 
subjects are taught and tested should 
therefore be commensurate with their 
ubiquitous nature and accordingly not 
be compromised.

Importantly, adopting an inter na
tional curriculum and preserving local 
culture and knowledge are not ne
cessarily mutually exclusive. It is indeed 
possible to adopt structurally a British 
or Americanbased curriculum but 
still preserve traditional South African/
African teachings through, among 
other things, focused history classes. 

Additionally, adopting an interna
tional curriculum does not mean abo
lishing indigenous languages and 
history from schools. Local languages 
can and should be taught as they 
include useful literature from respected 
indigenous writers whose knowledge of 
the indigenous languages and history 
provides important insights into local 
cultures. Local history should also take 
precedence.

Furthermore, South Africa needs 
to implement a remuneration system 
for teachers pegged not only on their 
attendance, but also on the pass rate 
of their students. This will reward hard 
work and discourage incompetence 
and apathy.

Paradigm shift
Of course, economic health is in

tegral to educational health. An eco
nomy crippled by debt, investment 
downgrades, corruption, and ongoing 
recessions simply will not do. As such, 

the responsibility of educating under
privileged students should not rest on 
the shoulders of a single organisation, 
as is currently the case with the Natio
nal Student Financial Aid Scheme (NS
FAS) in South Africa. This responsibility 
should instead be spread among both 
private and public companies that 
can afford to do so. Assistance in this 
regard would free up the fiscal purse 
and enable government to focus on 
building more universities. In conse
quence, university intake should im
prove, along with the quality of tuition 
at existing universities.  

Moreover, students who do not 
wish (or cannot afford) to pursue a uni
versity degree should not be tricked 
into thinking that a degree is the be 
all and end all. Technical and Voca
tional Education and Training (TVET) 
colleges do offer a sound alternative. 
They prepare students for the working 
world in a shorter timeframe than uni
versities and are significantly cheaper. 
The stigma around these colleges is 
that they offer qualifications that pay 
less in the working world than those 
offered by universities. By and large, 
this is true, although for the majority 
of South Africans the choice is not be
tween a high wage and a low wage, 
but between a low wage and no wage 
at all. 

Free higher education is inextri
cably linked to a sound economy and 
should be implemented against such 
a background. If not for our own bene
fit, then for the millions of fellow South 
Africans whose destitution is being 
rendered, at best, a political battering 
ram.

The success of a policy is predicated not on 
its supposed nobility but on its unassailable 
pragmatism.
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Economic solution lies in 
C o m m u n i t i e s

A ny doubt about 
the dark times 
ahead for the 
S o u t h  A f r i 
can economy 

have been obliterated by the 
impact and potential future 
impact of the COVID19 vi
rus. To put it plainly, Moody’s 
dropped South Africa’s credit 
rating to junk status, the un
employment rate reached 
29,1% during the first quarter 
of 2020, economic growth 
has been stagnant for a while 
already, loadshedding has 
almost become a daily occur
rence, and failed parastatals 
bring considerable pressure 

to bear on the government’s 
already uncontrollable debt.

Problem is structural
What does the future 

hold for the South African 
economy? It is clear that 
structural irregularities in the 
South African economy have, 
in the long term, lead to ne
gative externalities such as a 
high unemployment rate, in
equality, and poor economic 
growth. Put differently, it is 
not the seasonal rain causing 
the house’s walls to crack, 
but the weak foundations on 
which it was built. In South 
Africa, the conventional ar

gument is that structural pro
blems (the weak foundations) 
date from the apartheid era. 
This argument is used as jus
tification for black economic 
empowerment policy, pre
ferred procurement policy, 
and other policies that re
gulate economic activity on 
the basis of race. In truth, 
however, although apartheid 
era structures have evidently 
played a role in South Africa’s 
current economic woes, the 
selfacknowledged neglect 
of infrastructure – particular
ly that belonging to Eskom – 
under the ANC government 
is the root cause of the cur

rent ills. In 1987 Eskom had 
an installed capacity of about 
33 000 MW, with a national 
population of roughly 35,2 
million people and nomi
nal gross domestic product 
(GDP) of roughly 107,4 billion 
US dollars. Today, South Afri
ca has a population of rough
ly 59 million people and 
nominal GDP in the vicinity 
of 358 billion US dollars, while 
installed nominal generating 
capacity is at about 44 000 
MW. In brief, the government 
has not expanded and main
tained Eskom’s capacity to 
accommodate growth in ei
ther the population or GDP.

Ruan Goosen

Decentralisation is our hope
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Away with centralism
Against the background 

of the economic impact of 
Eskom’s failures, worsened 
by the impact of COVID19, 
solutions to uplift the South 
African economy need to 
be sought in structural im
provements. As a prerequisite, 
structural problems need to 
be identified correctly. One 
such problem is probably that 
South Africa’s unitary, centra
lised model of government, 
established in 1910 and still 
at the heart of the country’s 
political and economic para
digms, stymies economic 
growth. It could be time to 
question the idea of a cen
tralised, national government 
unimpededly enforcing na
tional policy. In fact, the Wes
tern Cape government has 
been testing the boundaries 
of provincial competence by 
training its own police force 
under the banner of ‘law en
forcement’, and launching 
initiatives to make the Wes
tern Cape independent of the 
national electricity grid. Plans 
are already afoot to remove 
George, in the southern Cape, 

from the national power grid 
by means of solar farms. Do 
all these shifts indicate a need 
to slowly break away from a 
unitary model that is unable 
to account for the diverse 
realities across the country? 
One such reality is that the 
Western Cape is probably 
the bestgoverned region in 
subSaharan Africa, but that 
good provincial policy and 
initiatives are nonetheless 
stymied by a national political 
system that enforces hege
monic development and cur
tails outliers.

Empower 
communities

A solution for the coun
try’s economic woes is to be 
found in the inversion of the 
historical trend of national 
governments built, under 
the strangest set of circum
stances for so many years, on 
the principle of one national 
group dominating others. To 
change this trend, political 
power should be placed in 
the hands of communities 
so that they can manage 
their own fate at least par

tially independent of natio
nal government. As a step in 
the right direction, provinces 
could embrace their consti
tutionally conferred compe
tencies and establish their 
own structures, which could 
continue to attain success 
despite nationally induced 
failures. Such shifts would 
also address issues such as 
state capture and corrup
tion, since large monopolistic 
parastatals such as Eskom, 
which are breeding grounds 
for corruption and state cap
ture, would see their power 
diluted in a country where 
communities (and provinces) 
could, for instance, generate 
their own power and func
tion independently of the 
state. A study in 2013 by 
Aleksander Moisiu emphasises 
the usefulness of political de
centralisation: His study finds 
that local governments with 
greater political power are 
more capable of managing 
financial resources and are, 
in fact, more accountable to 
local communities, since the 
local government is ‘closer’ to 
its constituency. 

The ultimate solutions for 
South Africa’s economic woes 
will not be found in shortterm, 
instant solutions. We need new 
policy paradigms to target and 
address the cause of unten
able structural tensions. A di
verse country with divergent 
realities cannot have a politi
cal system based on a ‘one 
size fits all’ solution enforced 
from the top down onto hun
dreds of diverse communities. 
Communities – whether geo
graphical, cultural or otherwise 
defined – should be provided 
the opportunity to establish 
alternative economic infra
structure. This will engender 
positive externalities such as 
healthy competition, political 
accountability, and communi
tydriven solutions that keep 
pace with the unique needs 
and realities of individual com
munities. If many communities 
across the country can pour 
their hearts into unique solu
tions for unique communi
tybased problems, supported 
by a national government that 
refrains from interfering too 
much, then we are halfway to 
achieving economic revival.

Sources: World Bank, ONS UK, Eskom

67,47%

304,19%

33.33%

Increase in population 
from 1987 to 2020

Increase in annual GDP  
from 1987 to 2020

Increase in generation capacity 
of Eskom from 1987 to 2020
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Tyren van der Spuy

Alleviating the    
Eskom-problem

S outh Africans 
are aware of the 
negative impacts 
that a crippled 
electricity utility 

bears on the country. Re
stricted access to electricity 
is not only an inconvenience, 
but also creates a bottleneck 
for economic performance. A 
model created by the econo
mists of Efficient Group indi
cated that load shedding re
sulted in a 0.3% reduction in 
GDP growth for 2019, which 
equates to roughly R8.5 bil
lion. Despite the severity of 
the current predicament in 
which South Africa finds it
self, there is at least some 
reason to be optimistic. The 
problem has been taken to 
heart at last with more ho

nest conversations between 
government, the utility, and 
the public.

Current 
conversation

Discussions of potential 
solutions to the energy crisis 
assume numerous angles. 
The media is somewhat sa
turated by debates regarding 
management and leadership, 
unpaid municipal utility bills, 
the unbundling of Eskom and 
potential privatisation of ge
neration, economic and po
litical factors, as well as a host 
of other internal and external 
influences on the utility.

Early in 2019, allegations 
were made against the ru
ling party that, preceding 
the elections, pressure was 

5-15 
years
Lifespan of  

batteries in an  
off-grid system

34 
municipalities
The number of muni ci-
palities that allow SSEG 

programmes out of a 
total of 278

25-30 
years
Lifespan of quality  
PV panels in a  
grid-tied system

10-30%
Returns from  
grid-tied systems  
on property

placed on Eskom to prevent 
load shedding, which was 
done at great expense by 
operating diesel generators. 
In the latter half of the 
year Eskom board member, 
Busisiwe Mavuso, claimed that 
government interference was 
preventing the board from 
making decisions that could 
help the ailing utility. 

Newly appointed CEO, 
Andre de Ruyter, has expe
rience in inheriting a strug
gling company from his 
tenure at Nampak. Should 
corruption and government 
intervention be avoided un
der his leadership, Eskom 
would have the opportunity 

to correct itself, which hope
fully will prove less costly than 
entirely scrapping the utility. 
Whatever the outcome, the 
general public would seem 
to have little choice in the 
matter.  

The core issue
Although these issues are 

highly relevant, and discus
sion of them needs to take 
place openly and honestly 
for progress to be made, it is 
vitally important to recognise 
the net result of these pro
blems in order to contribute 
towards a swift, effective re
solution. One may choose to 
direct Eskom’s attention to 
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Monthly kWh incurred by common electrical appliances and associated costs for 
solar and coal power purchase agreements. 

whichever problem and sub
sequent solution it chooses, 
though the crux of the mat
ter remains the same: the ge
neration capacity of Eskom is 
unable to meet demand, and 
Eskom has not been able to 
expand generation capacity 
at the same rate that demand 
is increasing.

Solar insights
To bring supply on par 

with demand, the increa
ses in generation capacity 
should ideally be in the form 
of renewable sources such 
as solar power. Fortunately, 
South Africa has a climate 
with a positive predisposi
tion towards sun energy. In 
the long term, solar power 
plants will be able to operate 
with less maintenance and 
ongoing input costs than 
coalpowered plants.

The cost of electricity 
generated by solar panels 
has drastically reduced, with 
commercial power purchase 
agreements costing as little 
as R0.65 per kWh, whereas 
coal has moved north of R1 
per kWh. Coupling this price 
difference to the massive 
overruns in schedule and 
budget at both Medupi and 
Kusile makes it an obvious 
choice to trend towards re
newables for future increases 
in capacity. 

In the interim, as temp
ting as it is to make an ene

my of Eskom, South African 
citizens and government offi
cials alike need to be as sup
portive as possible if there is 
to be any hope of success for 
this transition. While Eskom 
attempts to improve its abi
lity to service the country’s 
needs, a greater effort should 
be made to reduce the im
pact of load shedding on 
the public and the economy 
alike. In addition to longterm 
solutions, innovative short
term solutions are needed 
to bridge the gap, and go
vernment should make every 
effort to incentivise the resi
dential energy users of South 
Africa into doing so.

Off-grid systems?
In the residential sector, 

Eskom’s unreliable supply 
has had some homeowners 
resolve to go “offgrid” by in
stalling equipment to harvest 
renewable energy in their 
homes. Photovoltaic (PV) solar 
panels are particularly popu
lar for this purpose. Though 
effective and certainly pro
ductive in terms of reducing 
the burden on Eskom and the 
environment, a few problems 
exist within this strategy.

The additional panels and 
batteries required to operate 
an offgrid system make it a 
much more environmental
ly and monetarily expensive 
option, as batteries make up 
30 to 40% of the cost and 
typically have a lifespan of 5 
to 15 years (compared to 25 
to 30 years for high quality PV 
panels). 

It is therefore more be
neficial to advocate for a grid
tied system, as such a system 
is considerably easier and 
cheaper to install and main
tain, and will have a smaller 
physical footprint than its 
offgrid counterpart. Further
more, any capacity can be 
installed as the homeowner is 
still able to rely on energy sup
plied by Eskom, significantly 
reducing the barrier to entry.

Perhaps the most signi
ficant benefit of such a sys
tem is that excess energy can 
be contributed to the grid, 
much like the gridtied sys
tems found in commercial 
power purchase agreements. 
This means that while one is 
at work, away from home for 
the weekend or on holiday, all 
the power generated by the 
system is contributed towards 

the rest of South Africa’s 
supply. Although it is a lofty 
ambition, if every home had 
such a system installed then 
a significant burden would be 
lifted from Eskom’s shoulders, 
which is precisely what they 
need: the breathing room to 
improve the state of their cur
rent operations.

An opportunity for 
banking sector

Two problems remain 
with this potential solution. 
Firstly, few South Africans can 
afford the cost of installing 
even a small gridtied PV sys
tem. Regrettably, the majority 
of South Africans do not have 
the capital available for such 
a significant upfront invest
ment. Governmental support 
in the form of rebates, such as 
Eskom’s currently suspended 
renewable energy rebate, 
would serve as a strong mo
tivator, though it is under
standable that funds are not 
readily available to do so. 

Therefore, an opportunity 
exists for the banking sector. 
If financing can be provided 
to a homeowner to install a 
PV system, this could be re
paid from the homeowner’s 

R0,65 per kWh

>R1 per kWh

Cost of commercial 
power purchase 
agreement for solar.

Cost of commercial 
power purchase 
agreement for coal.
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monthly electricity savings. 
The longevity of gridtied 
systems would allow such 
a loan to be repaid over a 
similar timeframe to a typical 
home loan. It would also in
crease the value of the prop
erty, making it a relatively 
safe investment, with typical 
returns in the range of 10 to 
30%. This business model is 
successful in the commercial 
sector, and although such 
providers typically have little 
interest in small scale oper a    
tions, it does serve as en
couragement that a similar 
agreement with home   ow   ners 
could be profitable.

Municipal 
consistency needed

Secondly, compensation 
for energy sent back to the 
grid is inconsistent between 
municipalities, and is often 
insufficient. Feeding ener
gy into the grid is currently 
handled on a municipal le
vel under the rules of Small
Scale Embedded Generation 
(SSEG). In 2019, the South 
African Local Government 
Association indicated that 34 
of 278 municipalities allowed 
SSEG programmes, however, 
only 18 boasted official tariffs. 
National and provincial govern
ment should therefore act 

swiftly to ensure that more 
municipalities are on board. 

The City of Cape Town 
presently offers a feed in tariff 
of 73.87 c/kWh, making it quite 
worthwhile for gridtied PV 
system owners, whereas Jo
hannesburg offers a consider
ably lower rate of 42.79 c/kWh. 
Should government be able 
to enforce a greater degree of 
consistency between muni
cipal feedin tariffs and ensure 
that the process of registration 
is sufficiently accessible, then 
more homeowners would be 
inclined to participate in the 
programme, thus decreasing 
the burden on Eskom.

Continued effort is re
quired to carry out the solu
tions that have been proposed 
and are in the process of im
plementation. Government 
needs to provide Eskom with 
reasonable time and space to 
do so, though it should be re
cognised that simply pouring 
more resources into the utili
ty will not solve its problems. 
In the meanwhile, numerous 
smallscale contributions at 
the residential level could help 
ease the pressure on Eskom 
and the citizens of South Africa 
alike, that is if government can 
sufficiently incentivise partici
pation.

Education equity 
through profound 
entrepreneurship
“ Profit is a brilliant motivator and can be fed back 
into the company.... “

Josie Rey

H i s t o r i c a l l y , 
the pursuit of 
quality and 
equity in the 
South African 

education system has an
chored and justified its size able 
budget allocation. Today, 
the South African govern
ment’s combined spending 
on basic and higher educa

tion exceeds 7% of national 
GDP and comprises approxi
mately 20% of the 2020/2021 
National Budget. Despite 
exceeding the World Bank’s 
recommended minimum in
vestment in education, the 
outcome of this spending 
(with an allocation of R248,6 
billion for basic education 
alone in 2020/2021) has not 

been favourable. The United 
Nations Children’s Fund has 
described the education sys
tem in South Africa as “stag
nant” and “constrained”. The 
situation can be summarised 
with a simple tenet: South 
Africa’s significant financial 
commitment to education 
does not translate into mea
ningful impact. 

This is not a new observa
tion. It has underpinned the 
conversation around educa
tion for many years and has 
long been blamed on a short
age of qualified educators, a 
lack of essential learning infra
structure, not inconsiderable 
provincial underspending, 
and misguided policy im
plementation. However, the 
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failure on the part of govern
ment to develop and effec
tively implement appropriate 
policy has provided unique 
opportunities to South Afri
can social entrepreneurs.

Introducing EdTech
Education technology, or 

EdTech, describes a niche oc
cupied by services, platforms 
and products designed to 
benefit learners and educa
tors. A significant growth in 
demand for alternatives to 
supplement statesponsored 
education has seen EdTech 
solutions expand across 
Africa, and South Africa is no 
exception. Numerous ven
tures – each targeting specific 
problem areas within the edu
cation system – have seen not 
only investment and interest, 
but industry success. 

Campus Connect is one 
such venture. Aimed at stu
dents in higher education 
who need quality and af
fordable additional study 
material, this business has 
focused on the opportunities 
presented by the high stu
dent–lecturer ratios charac

teristic of university environ
ments. Cofounder Ramoabi 
Matabane describes EdTech 
as promoting a system of 
greater efficiency, as it offers 
students external, meaning
ful support structures and, 
consequently, relieves pres
sure on the system. 

Considering the challen
ges faced by the South Afri
can education system, Mata
bane emphasises that, rather 
than reaching for pro fits and 
thereby worsening equi
ty, EdTech should be used 
to pursue equal “education 
foundations” for each student 
– ensuring that students have 
the educational fundamen
tals and resources necessary 
to empower themselves and 
achieve academic excellence. 
Of course, this does not pre
clude profit. Profit is a brilliant 
motivator and can be fed back 
into the company, improving 
the quality of the offering and 
thus directly benefiting the 
target market.

Matric Live
Matric Live, another ven

ture, promotes similar am

bitions but focuses on basic 
education. Directed at learn
ers pursuing National Senior 
Certificate and Independent 
E  xamination Board qualifi
cations, this venture offers 
streamlined access to study 
material, past examination pa
pers, and additional support. 
It is the brainchild of Lesego 
Finger, a selftaught program
mer, who realised that the ba
sic education system’s attempt 
to bring technology into the 
classroom by introducing ta
blets proved a distraction rath
er than an effective learning 
aid. This realisation spurred 
him to develop the Matric Live 
platform, and represents the 
entrepreneurial opportunity 
provided by inefficiency in exi
sting educational structures.

Government not 
absolved

Considering the capacity 
of EdTech initiatives to provide 
meaningful advantages to 
underresourced institutions 
and the learners and students 
they support, it is tempting 
to consider entrepreneurship 
as the solution for South Afri
ca’s education crisis. However, 
the availability of EdTech ini
tiatives should not shape the 
conversation on education or 
the implementation of possi
ble solutions. The accessibility 
of these business offerings 
does not absolve government 
leaders and policymakers, 
who have constitutional o  bli
gations and responsibilities, 
nor does it reduce the urgent 
need to improve the efficacy 
of South African education. 

The way forward requires 
not only entrepreneurship, but 
acknowledgement that the pro 
blems inherent in SouthAfrican 

education are not merely re
lated to the inefficient distri
bution of funds. Government 
should collaborate with en
trepreneurs and facilitate the 
process of realising EdTech ini
tiatives. This could be achieved 
through numerous practical 
measures, including tax re
bates and cuts, interestfree 
capital loans, providing the 
necessary infrastructure for 
online learning, and access to 
other necessary resources and 
assets. Importantly, govern
ment must reduce the red 
tape encountered when start
ing any such initiative. Tedious 
and unnecessary paperwork 
is detrimental to the entrepre
neur and the education sector 
as a whole. Entrepreneurial col
laboration could be financed 
by means of earmarked funds 
which have not been spent, 
thus mitigating the impact of 
provincial underspending.

In the meantime, the role 
of EdTech entrepreneurs in 
empowering and uplifting 
South African learners and 
students should be an inspi
ration to all. It is essential to 
support dynamic ventures, 
particularly if providing posi
tive social change forms part 
of the business model. Si
multaneously it is necessary 
to acknowledge that, while 
EdTech initiatives represent 
an important step towards 
resolving South Africa’s edu
cation crisis, they are a stop
gap measure not a longterm 
solution. Delivering a vibrant 
and flourishing education 
system that benefits all South 
African learners and students 
will require concerted and 
coordinated efforts by go
vern ment, entrepreneurs and 
student bodies alike.

EdTech initatives such as Campus Connect can provide 
meaningful advantages to under-resources institutions and 
the learners and students they support. The availability of 
these initiatives should not, however, absolve the govern-
ment of its constitutional obligations and responsibilities to 
provide for sufficient education in South Africa. The way for-
ward requires not only entrepreneurship, but acknowledge-
ment that the problems inherent in South African education 
are not merely related to the inefficient distribution of funds. 
Government must introduce tax rebates and cuts, interest-
free capital loans, and provide the necessary infrastructure 
for online learning. Importantly, government must reduce 
the red tape encountered when private parties start initia-
tives like Campus Connect.

NUTSHELL
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W h e t h e r 
knowing
ly or un
knowing
ly, most 

South Africans who keep an 
eye on the regular and social 
media will have been intro
duced to the phenomenon 
of cancel culture – a hyperre
active online system of public 
accountability that is based 
on dynamic and politically 
correct prescripts for social 
behaviour. This system o pera
tes alongside the law and 
other legitimate systems of 
accountability that subscribe 
to the Constitution, and is 
maintained on social media 
by a growing group of – pre
dominantly young – people, 
most of whom believe that 

offence is better given than 
taken. These “soldiers” of 
cancel culture tend to jump 
into action particularly when 
wellknown or authoritative 
figures or institutions (but also 
ordinary people) disobey the 
neverending and arbitrary 
list of rules that supposedly 
determine the boundaries of 
social acceptability. When this 
happens, the holierthanthou 
soldiers storm social media to 
announce their dissatisfaction 
to the world, thereby “cancel
ling” the “perpetrator”. When 
irate commentators and 
farfromobjective journalists 
in the mainstream media get 
wind of this, they are quick to 
get on the bandwagon and 
put pressure on institutions 
associated with the “perpetra

tor” to denounce the already 
convicted “perpetrator”. The 
demoralised “perpetrator” 
ends up without a job, and 
with a questionable reputa
tion to boot. And with that, 
the cancellation process is 
complete.

The teeth of 
postmodernism

Cancel culture is prevalent 
across the Western world – 
particularly in the corporate 
sector, media and academia. 
It serves as the teeth of post
modern politics and is a twis
ted combination of political 
correctness and intolerance 
by the utterly bored, who be
lieve it their duty to stand up 
for others, even though no
one has asked them to do so. 

South Africa is no exception. 
Here, Standard Bank’s Chris 
Hart was “cancelled” when 
he expressed an opinion on 
the youth’s victim mentali
ty. Students associated with 
#RhodesMustFall who had 
destroyed valuable artwork at 
the University of Cape Town 
(UCT) got rewarded with 
the removal of a statue, very 
possibly because UCT ma
nagement feared cancellation 
if they did not heed the de
mands of the “activists”. 

It’s an illusion
In reality, however, the 

power of cancel culture is 
based on an illusion: Cancel 
culture has power only if its 
victims and those associated 
with them compromise. For 

Tian Alberts

Sound 
Accountability
Paradigms
“ We can simply no longer 
outsource our decision-
making processes to a 
bunch of intolerant online 
warriors.  “
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this very reason, it is fairly easy 
to collapse the false power of 
cancel culture, and systemat
ically replace it with a respon
sible system of public accoun
tability. As a normative point 
of departure, justified criticism 
in the media and on online 
forums must be given prece
dence – criticism that is aimed 
at holding individuals and 
institutions accountable. The 
test for sound accountability is 
whether complainants would 
be willing to take a seat at the 
proverbial table and afford 
their target the opportunity to 
defend him/herself, and to e x
amine the actual substance of 
the target’s statements or ac
tions. Take Helen Zille’s coloni
alism tweets, for instance. How 
many of those who were so 
terribly upset by her remarks 
cared to establish what Zille 
had really meant before they 
got on the bandwagon to con
demn her? How many knew 
that what they were accusing 
her of was not in line with what 
she had actually said? 

A healthy alternative
A practical approach to 

replacing cancel culture with 
sound accountability would 
firstly entail shifting the pu blic 
discourse from shorterfor
mat media such as Twitter 
and Facebook to longerfor
mat media such as webinars. 
Podcasts and webinars are 
popular ways to allow a diver
sity of views on a controversial 
subject to be aired around 
one “table”, without leaving 
much room for others’ views 
to be misrepresented. Partici
pants can be confronted face 
to face about their views and 
intentions. Twitter, Facebook 
and WhatsApp should mere
ly deepen exposure to these 
longerformat media. 

Moreover, corporates, uni
versities and governments 
should realise that social media 
users – in particular extreme 
political groups who hide in
dividuals behind pseudonyms 
– do not necessarily represent 
their clients, students, citizens 
and other stakeholder groups. 
In fact, the reality might be the 
exact opposite. In this regard, 
institutions who make a real 
effort to determine the actu
al needs of their stakeholder 
groups should be rewarded 
with the implementation of 
a universal standard. Simply 
because a biased journalist re
ports on a company’s refusal to 
take an institutional stand on 
an online organised political 
group’s demand for someone 
to be sacked, or for a product 
to be withdrawn from the mar
ket because it reminds some 
of the colours of the old South 
African flag, does not neces
sarily mean that the compa

ny’s reputation will suffer. The 
company’s actual stakehol ders 
might differ strongly with the 
online pressure group’s rash 
conclusions. In fact, an analy
sis of recent trends has shown 
that those who take a stand 
against cancel culture – nor
mally by taking a stand for 
their stakeholder groups – are 
rewarded with greater popu
larity and stature, and not the 
other way around.

Opponents of cancel cul
ture will come to realise that a 
principled refusal to be dicta
ted to is an effective antidote 
to intolerant efforts to silence 
them. On the other hand, an 
apology is commensurate 
with an admission of guilt, 
and changing one’s decisions 
and views conveys the mes
sage that you would be will
ing to sacrifice your opinion, 
decisionmaking power or 
your company’s identity and 
principles time and again. Un

fortunately, a few courageous 
institutions and individuals will 
have to take the risk and perse
vere when their principles are 
put to the test by an intolerant 
online army of cancellation 
soldiers. It will be up to them 
to create a new precedent, 
making it clear that construc
tive criticism and wellfounded 
accusations would in future be 
the only way to call people to 
account, and that the use of 
cancellation tactics to usurp 
power and drown out valid 
views will be rejected with the 
contempt it deserves. Indivi
duals and institutions can sim
ply no longer outsource their 
decisionmaking processes to 
a bunch of intolerant online 
warriors, who would not even 
go to the trouble of discuss
ing merit and context around 
a table. We need to shift the 
paradigm to the adoption and 
implementation of sound ac
countability.

These are comparisons of social media support versus real-life support (2019 general election)
of political parties. While insulated from the reality outside, one might on social media be led to 
believe that a party like the EFF is the most dominant in SA. The truth, in reality, is that they are 
far from it. Similarly, often when people are lambasted on Twitter for a “problematic” opinion, 
most South Africans in reality might agree with the targeted person and not “Twitter”. While the 
media often refers to “Twitter” as if it was an actual group or person, we find that the users of this 
platform do not necessarily broadly represent the views and desires of South Africans.

Source: Business Insider South Africa

Social media following vs political vote
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I n our multilingual South 
African society, the no
tion of mother tongue 
education and, there
fore, multilingualism 

have turned into emotionally 
charged and explosive con
cepts. Some believe that 
mother tongue education is 
divisive by nature, precisely 
because we have so many 
different mother tongues. By 
implication, therefore, one 
needs to have as many dif
ferent institutions or, at least, 
classrooms.  

On the other hand, there 
are those who believe that 
mother tongue education is 
the only way to take our coun
try forward. These people of
ten argue that children think 
in their mother tongue and, 
therefore, struggle to translate 
or convert their thoughts into 
the language of instruction 
where this happens to be 
different from their mother 
tongue.

This contribution attempts 
to remove the emotion from 
the debate so as to offer a 
sober perspective on global 
practices and policies, and 
the actual effect of mother 
tongue education and the 
lack thereof. New approaches 
to this controversial issue are 
also examined.

The actual state of 
affairs

South Africa currently 
has 26 universities, including 
universities of technology. All 
offer English as a language 
option. In fact, in principle, 
it’s your only option at 24 of 
these institutions. You may 
find the odd lecturer on the 
Mafikeng campus of North
West University (NWU) rely
ing on Setswana to explain a 
concept, or a lecturer at the 
University of Fort Hare in 
Alice doing so with isiXhosa. 
Officially, though, only NWU’s 
Potchefstroom campus and 

Stellenbosch University have 
retained Afrikaans to some ex
tent. In both these instances, 
Afrikaans is under immense 
pressure, and at Stellenbosch, 
it is thrown in as an after
thought at the end of lectures.

As a result, English has be
come both the academic and 
business language in South 
Africa. And one could reason
ably assume that scholarly 
terms too would be taught 
in English only. To many, this 
issue is an emotional one. Yet, 
emotion aside, this is the rea
lity.

The international 
position

The QS World University 
Rankings is widely regarded 
as the most reliable indicator 
of the stature of universities 
worldwide. The top 50 
universities on the 2020 edition 
of these rankings include 
only one whose language of 
instruction is not the mother 

tongue of the majority 
of the country’s people, 
namely Singapore’s Nanyang 
University of Technology. 
Singapore is known for its 
policy of Englishonly tuition, 
even though virtually all 
Singaporeans are native 
Chinese (Mandarin) speakers. 
Therefore, 49 of the world’s 50 
best universities offer tuition 
either fully or partially in the 
local people’s mother tongue.  

What are we to do?
It would be dishonest to 

claim that mother tongue 
education poses no challen
ges. In Bloemfontein, people 
speak mainly Afrikaans and 
Sesotho. How can both these 
diverse groups be accommo
dated, and flourish? Defaul
ting to English as a shared lan
guage, even though it may be 
a second, third or fourth lan
guage to some, might make 
more sense than creating two 
or three language streams. 

Mother Tongue
Under the microscope

Paul Maritz

Hallo

Thobela

Molo

Hello Sawubona
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On the other hand, it would 
be equally dishonest to insist 
that Englishonly instruction 
is the perfect solution. After 
all, a wealth of international 
stu dies have shown that mo
ther tongue education causes 
both pass and throughput 
rates (i.e. how quickly stu
dents graduate) to rise.

Having a few separate 
universities for each cultural 
group would undoubtedly 
result in fragmented educa
tion, and poses enormous 
risks. The answer, therefore, is 
somewhere in the middle – 
between separate universities 
for each culture, and univer
sities transferring knowledge 
without any culture.

Insist on 
representation

To this end, the wave of 
absolute monolingualism and 
lack of culture that has be
come the norm in South Afri
ca over the past while should 
firstly be actively opposed. 
Student pressure groups 
would need to insist that 
their languages be afforded 
some form of representation 
at universities. As soon as the 

Mafikeng should be able to 
use Setswana academically 
so that, should they opt for 
English, this would be an ac
tual choice, and not their only 
option. Of course, this rai
ses the question about both 
standard and academic Set
swana. In this regard, Prof JC 
Steyn’s book Ons gaan ’n taal 
maak, which maps the deve
lopment of Afrikaans, should 
be standard reading. The 
book stresses how languages 
with informal origins could be 
developed into established 
tools through effort, dedica
tion and an appreciation for 
mother tongue education as 
the road to excellence.  

South Africa’s demogra
phic wave is rolling in. These 
young people would need to 
compete with the rest of the 
world, and some will indeed 
overcome the language chal
lenge. However, if we are to 
deliver academics equipped 
to address the energy, water, 
environmental and other as
yet unknown problems of the 
future in an innovative way, 
we need to accept that this 
should be done in their mo
ther tongue.

notion of multilingualism nor
malises, the practice should 
then be further extended 
into a true and complete bot
tomup solution.  

At urban universities, the 
specific cultural group might 
be small. In this instance, a 
preservationminded cultu
ral association could be esta
blished, along with academ
ic focus groups to provide 
outofclass explanations of 
tricky concepts in the group’s 

mother tongue. This could 
happen without active re
sistance from university ma
nagement.

Rural universities are na
turally more inclined to draw 
clear cultural lines, without 
necessarily planning to do 
so. Where a campus com
prises two dominant cultural 
groups, both their languages 
should be actively and formal
ly developed at an academic 
level. Therefore, students in 

A wealth of international studies have shown that mother 
tongue education causes both pass and throughput rates 
(i.e. how quickly students graduate) to rise.

Salibonani

Lumela

Dumela

Avuwani

Abusheni

49 of 50 top universities in the 
world on the QS World University 
Rankings offer tuition in the local 
mother tongue. Nanyang University 
of Technology, Singapore is known 
for its policy of English-only tuition, 
even though virtu ally all Singapo-
re ans are native Chinese (Mandarin) 
speakers. 

95%

0%

No South African universi ty offers a 
full stream of mother tongue teaching 
in any language other than English, 
while Zulu (25,5%), Xhosa (14,8%) and 
Afrikaans (12,2%) are the most widely 
spoken mother tongues in the South 
Africa.

The NWU’s Potchefstroom Campus 
partially offers Afri kaans as a language 
of instru ction, while Stellenbosch 
Uni versity uses Afrikaans as an after-
thought at the end of lectures.
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At Nova Mentis, we offer our 
readers a full bilingual experi-
ence, because we believe that 
multilingualism is vital for the 
future. We envision our publi-
cations being printed in many 
more South African languages 
going forward.

Multilingualism is a Constitu
tional promise, but research also 
accentuates the importance of 
learning and reading in a mo
ther tongue language. As much 
as language is an important cul
tural component, it also goes 
to the heart of educational and 
economic development. Mother 
tongue education – especially at 
early stages in life through to ter
tiary education – enhances the 
prospects of meaningful edu
cational success, translating into 
a more industrious society and 
greater economic growth. 

What about the scarcity of 
resources, you might ask? 

Contrary to popular belief, 
duplicating content in multiples 
languages is neither expensive 
nor significantly depriving of 
resources. It can even increase 
profits, if you are a profitable 
company (unlike Nova Mentis, 
which is a nonprofitable com
pany)! As an example, at Nova 
Mentis we encourage our au

thors to write in their mother 
tongue. This ensures better for
mulation and higher quality con
tent for our readership. We send 
the content off to one of the 
many companies in the business 
of translating content, and pay 
them to translate the content 
into the language that it was not 
originally authored in (English or 
Afrikaans). This expense, and the 
expense associated with more 
pages required to be printed in 
the magazine deprives less than 
10% of our production budget, 
and is to be recovered by the in
crease in financial support from 
readers that can now choose to 
read in their home language. Ri
veting stuff.

What do we make of the 
fact that English is the de facto 
official language of South Afri-
ca and commercial language of 
the world, with Afrikaans being 
a local language gradually dis-
appearing from commercial, 
judicial, educational and other 
spheres?

The answer is simply that 
learning and reading meaning
fully in Afrikaans – or any other 
mother tongue that is not English 
– does not preclude being fully 
proficient in English in the sub
ject matter. In fact, it has been 

proven that learning and reading 
subject matter meaningfully first 
in a mother tongue and then in 
English not only enables better 
eventual understanding of the 
English subject matter, but also 
enhances more profound ac
quaintance with the substance 
of the subject matter. In contrast, 
where subject matter is learned 
in English only, where the learner 
is not an English mother tongue 
speaker, the understanding of the 
subject matter is likely to be more 
superficial. 

But, bilingualism is not the 
same as multilingualism. Why 
only Afrikaans and English?

Multilingualism subsumes 
bilingualism. Multilingualism is a 
“higher form” of bilingualism. We 
believe in getting bilingualism 
right before we throw other lan
guages into the mix as well.

The answer to “why bilin-
gual” is simply that bilingualism, 
or multilingualism (even better), 
is the smart thing to do – whe-
ther you are a learner, a compa-
ny, a non-profitable organisa-
tion and especially if you are a 
school or university responsible 
for nurturing generations of 
meaningfully educated 
citizens. Trust us with 
this one!
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