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Review: Unveiling the Curtain on South Africa’s Thirty
Years of Democracy

Ngcaweni, Busani, ed. Liberation Diaries: Reflections on 30 Years of Democracy, vol. 2. Jacana Media, 2024.

I recently came across a book titled Liberation Diaries: Reflections on 30 Years of Democracy (vol. 2), edited by
Busani Ngcaweni. It is a book about South Africa, a country that we in Chinese academia are increasingly
studying, because of its achievements but also its challenges. This edited volume is a sophisticated and
ambitious follow-up to the first volume, published in 2014, marking a notable evolution in both structure and
depth. While the initial volume laid a foundation for discourse on South African democracy, this second
instalment elevates the discussion with richer thematic coherence, rigorous scholarship, and a broader array of
voices. Organised into well-defined sections on state formation, social transformation, and internal and
international drivers, the book offers a balanced, composite view of South Africa’s three-decade journey post-
apartheid. This clear thematic structure not only enhances reader engagement but also ensures a more
cohesive narrative flow that guides readers through complex reflections on the promises and pitfalls of
democracy.

One of the volume’s key strengths lies in its impressive diversity of contributors, including sociologists,
economists, journalists, and public policy experts who bring a multidimensional lens to the reflections on
South Africa’s democratic evolution. Most chapters display high standards of scholarly rigour, contributing
well-supported analyses that make this volume feel more composite and academically robust than its
predecessor. Ngcaweni’s editorial expertise is especially noteworthy; he has an uncanny ability to introduce
readers to fresh perspectives from established and younger voices alike. One is left wondering: where does
Ngcaweni find these contributors? Time and again, he manages to curate a collection of writers who bring a
conscientious and captivating approach to their work, making Liberation Diaries (vol. 2) both intellectually
engaging and emotionally resonant.

The anthology excels in providing one of the most balanced accounts of South Africa’s democratic era to date.
By weaving scholarly essays with personal reflections, the book transcends the limitations of purely academic
or anecdotal work, capturing the real and human dimensions of South Africa’s ongoing transformation.
Unlike its predecessor, this second volume strikes a refined balance between critique and praise; even chapters
that may lack extensive evidence are ‘rescued’ by Ngcaweni’s deft editorial choreography, as they are placed
alongside more data-driven essays that strengthen the overall narrative. The result is an anthology that appeals
to both academic and general audiences alike, particularly those invested in understanding the full complexity
of South Africa’s democratic journey. It is this composure, diversity, and high calibre of voices that position
Liberation Diaries (vol. 2) as perhaps the most complete account of the country’s thirty years of democracy.

Among the volume’s highlights is a remarkable interview with Wonderboy Peters, who offers a deeply
personal and brave reflection on racial identity and mental health. His narrative stands out for its courage and
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vulnerability, addressing the existential issues of identity and psychological well-being that many prefer to
keep private. Growing up in post-apartheid South Africa, Peters reflects on the unique challenges of
navigating a racial identity that does not fit into traditional categories of ‘black’ or ‘white’, exposing the
psychological weight of being viewed as ‘other’. This intimate look into his lived experience gives voice to an
often silent struggle faced by individuals with mixed racial backgrounds, highlighting how identity can be a
source of both pride and alienation in a society still grappling with the legacy of racial classifications.

Peters’ interview also boldly discusses the effects of these identity struggles on mental health — a theme rarely
addressed openly within South African discourse. By candidly recounting his experiences of alienation,
confusion, and the inner conflict of being seen as neither fully ‘black’ nor ‘white’, Peters sheds light on the
psychological toll of such societal expectations. His reflections on resilience and the quest for self-acceptance
emphasise the mental health impacts of racial categorisation, a burden that is often unseen yet deeply felt.
This chapter is one of the anthology’s most courageous interventions, as it invites readers to consider the full
breadth of liberation, which must include the right to personal complexity, to navigate one’s heritage without
judgement, and to mental wellbeing as an essential aspect of freedom.

Ultimately, Liberation Diaries (vol. 2) offers a nuanced and thought-provoking contribution to the literature
on South Africa’s democratic journey. By blending scholarly essays with deeply personal stories, the anthology
transcends pure critique to deliver a balanced, humanised portrayal of the nation’s successes and ongoing
challenges. Through this volume, Ngcaweni and his contributors capture the essence of a country grappling
with both the achievements and failures in its struggle to realise its democratic ideals. As South Africa reflects
on its journey through the milestones of liberation, this volume emerges as an indispensable resource for
understanding the nation’s past, present, and potential future. By holding a mirror to South Africa’s progress
and pitfalls, Liberation Diaries (vol. 2) not only commemorates three decades of democracy but also
encourages readers to imagine a more inclusive and just society, making it essential reading for anyone
invested in the country’s path forward.

Through this book, Chinese readers will understand South Africa’s social and political dynamics better.
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