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ILLIOXS of Hindus

throughout the world
will celebrate Diwali,
or Deepavali as it &
koo i the south of [ndia, bomor-
114
T must condess to never fully
inderstanding the role that thun
derous fireworks play in these fes-
tivities, biet do know that they are
integral {0 it. When | was growing
i [ heand sorfes aboat the im:
mense battles that Lord Ram and
the fonces of good were meant o
heave waped against the unsavoury
Revana
The Diwali festival celebrates
these victories and is an acknow-
ledpement that good will wimately
triumph over evil. The lighied
ks are meant to signal grafifude
for health, prosperity and wistom.
This may be a somewhat Simsy
justification for the workdwide
party that we are witnessing. How-
ever, we have bearmt not to evaluate
cultural 2nd religions beliefs and
practioes through the prism of reg.
sorableness ar through the filter of
seience. We kmow 10 respect ol
tural 1ibertes because of the sab
jctive importance of these prac
fices tothe individioals whe engage
inthem
An enlightened South African
Constitutional Court has beld that
our Constitution celebrates, and
not merely tolerates, diversity
Years 2gn | had tomediate adis-
pite, on behalf of the South
African Human Rights Commis-
sion, between 2 South Afriean of
Indian descent, whom | shall call
Mr Naidoo, and kis neighboors.
The parties lived in an cpmarks{
pted community in Gavteng and
the neighbours, the overwhedming
majority of whom were white,
poutkd nod sccept that they had 1o
piit igp with the notse and festivities
associated with Mr  Naidoo
pelebrating his festival in their
gated community
They stared incredulously at me
# | explained that even as private
owmers and not state actors they
ke to respect the cultaral rights of

At a time when the triumph of good over evilis celebrated it must be
remembered that race is not a factor in defining the true worth of an indlvidual

/i

A

=

2eLER

AA VR

WE
M

FS

1"- :'..I. X .
"

L]
t
-

Awomn camies dried clay lamps al her roadside workplace in the northem Indian dity of Chandigarh. Earthen lamps are sobd in large numbers during Diwali, the annizal Hindu
festival of lights, when people buy these for decorating their homes. The Diwali festival will be observed

{he sirle individeal [iving in their
midkt,

It cocurred bo me during the
mediation that it must kave taken a
significant amount of emotional
energy for Mr Naidoo to stand his
groend and nof take kis celebration
tothe “Indian™ areas. In mv parsuit
{0 remain aloof and objective, 1 did
not tell him that even afler the
mediation had been concluded. |
shotld have dope 50,

Fortunately the City of Johan-
neshurg had acted responsibly and
had taken fthe initiative in

stipulating the types of fireworks b
be discharped and (ke window
period in e evening during which
they coald be discharged.

Based on the Constitution and
on these regulations we settled the
dispute by working out 2n appro-
pridte compromise & to the natore
and amoent of fireworks to be dis
chiarged and precisely when this
was 10 oo An important cour-
tervailing consideration was the
adverse and prejudicial effect of the
rupée ofy other residents and parts
pularly on the dogs in e ane

The reighbours moved from a
position of inbolerance and antago
pism only afler ihey undersiood
that they were obliged to reason-
ahly accommodate cultural diver-
sity and the regl iswoe was then
b best to accommadate condlict:
ing concerns and inderests and not
whether these should be accommeo-
dated in the first instance.

In this mediation, [ used the pro-
vishons of the Constitotion and the
fodgments of the court oncelebrat:
ing diversity to corvinge the neigh
boars that they were obliged to

show respéct, These judgments ge-
nerally have a broacer radisfing
effect and its afterglow should in-
£pire 15 40 be betfer.

ldeally we should intermalise
tbe imperative of respecting the
dignity of 21l 55 we grow as a ne-
thom. That & what is intended when
(ke Constitution prowdly procizims
Ut we, the people of South Africa,
believe that South Africa belongs ko
&l who [ive in it, united in our
diversity Racist cpeach is the anti-
thesis of this wense of belonging
and upity indversity

PICTURE: [RELTERS

The Ensglich translation of com-
ments made by Julizs Malema
when he addressad residents in
Them®elishle near Lenasia were 10
the effect “your children must be 2l
lowed 1o o to school with coolie
thildren®. Whiatever the anthropo-
bogical origins of the word, when
tsed in reference to the South
African Indian communify, it a5
SImes crass racist overiones.

Under the colomial and
apartheid order, it was usad
eoervey the belef that peopleof this
race are mol worthy of pespect sim-

elebrating diversity, not just tolerating it

piv becanseof theirrace. People us-
ing the word must thus be deemed
1 be associating themselves with
thess sentiments.

Firsti oomments of this nature
are fundzmentally at odds with the
inciusivity and magnanimity of the
Comstitution.

Secondly, if signals to the tar-
geted community that 1 is nof de
Serving of respect and Annoimees
10 the breader commuity that it is
permissihle to disrespect the tar-
eted oommunity

The tarpeted commanity conld,
&5 aconsequence. fee] increasingly
marginalised and become inappro-
priately meular,

This withdrawal, could in turn,
be perceived by the broader com-
munify a5 an abdication of ihe
common responsibiiities of cifizen-
shap thal we shoald 2] bear The
net result is that the fault lines in
soclety continue to be accentizted
25 communities pull further 2pant
25 opposed to ooalescing aroand
shared values.

The apology from the ANC
Youth League is part appropriate
and part tepid They properiy
unsdertake mol o wuse the word
again, but attempt o resirict the
sense of egregiousness b0 some
members of our society

The wseof the word is offersive
not just 8o the ultra-sensitive.

(iven our history, racist com-
ments are offensive and unsccept-
able and this falls within the cate
gory. It s a pity that the ANC Youth
Leapoe did mof fizlly apemeciate the
cormosive effect of the e of the
word. Had they doneso, the apalogy
wold have beer unconditional un-
equivocl and wholly sincere. An
apology only works if the targeted
community feels assnaged and re.
assured by it.

| cannot belp wondering how
challenging it would be in a media-
tion to persuade Julivs Malema's
followers torespact and reasonably
anoommodate Mr Naidoo's right to
celebrate Diwali in accopdance
with his culfural and refigious be-
liefs after their leader kas attached
the labe] “ooolie”™ to this commu-
nity

Finally my Deepavall praver to
the Hindu gods & fo bestow our
sochety with the wisdom toapprect-
ate that race cannot be the determi-
native factor in defining the troe
worth and valueof an individual

® Karthy (ovender is a Lw
profisssor at UKIN




