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Pulling Back the Curtain 

"He doesn’t care about the mineworkers, he came here last night and met with whites[i.e. 

management]. He went to speak to the white people, not you. It was not the white British people 

who were killed, it was you!" Addressing striking miners at Marikana, Julius Malema, a South 

African politician, is criticizing President Jacob Zuma’s response to what is becoming known as 

the Marikana Massacre. On August 16, 2012, 34 people were killed, and over 70 were injured as 

police fired into a crowd of striking miners armed with traditional weapons such as machetes and 

panagas.  There is footage on Youtube, taken by a policeman, that shows miners running towards 

police to flee tear gas and subsequently being gunned down by automatic fire. Do images like 

these encourage belief in the president?  People are asking questions. Why did the police switch 

to live ammunition? Why were the police sent in to end the strike the day after the mining 

company’s stocks started to decline in value? Who is at fault here? These are inquiries that South 

Africans hope to see answered in the coming weeks. I’d like to pose an additional question. I am 

studying human rights in Johannesburg, South Africa, only two hours south of where the strike 

occurred. Why didn’t I hear any discussion about the massacre until a week after it happened? 

Even then, the discussions I  have engaged in have been one dimensional. I’ve had people tell 

me, “Yes it’s wrong, but I can’t do anything to change the system right now. These are issues not 

easily fixed.”   

There is a gap today, that exists between the citizen and the president. There are those 

citizens that think of politics, but think that they can’t fix the problems they see around them.  

They watch the news and hear about scandals in government, natural disasters, and situations in 

places far away. Sometimes, the things happening far away and the things happening at home 



aren’t so different. If you take the word “white” out of Malema’s speech and replace it with 

“management”,  it could easily be seen as the words of an aspiring politician to the workers at 

Crandall Canyon Mine, Utah,  in August 2007, when six miners were killed in a cave in and 

three rescue workers lost their live in the subsequent rescue attempts. The problems that face the 

world, countries, and individuals are similar. Even if the locations are different.   

The president exists, but does he do much else? Can he fix the problems that plague 

everyday individuals? Given that we saw 57% percent of eligible Americans turn out to vote in 

2008, I’m going to say that a sizable majority doesn’t believe he can. Presidents consistently 

contradict the rhetoric of their candidacy with their presidential actions.This at best has mixed 

consequences. At worst they sacrifice individuals and freedoms for the furtherment of “national 

interests”, legacies, or campaign contributors. This only exacerbates the gap between the 

rhetorical ideals of a country and the much darker actions of the state. For a president to matter 

in this day and age he must promote a platform of transparency not yet seen before, thereby 

giving people the tools they need to identify falsehoods and  truths and returning political agency 

to the population.  

We have seen the consequences of presidents that have negatively asserted themselves in 

office. I am thinking of the actions of  American presidents such as Ronald Reagan, and his 

unwavering veto of the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act, which became a key instrument in 

leading to non-racial democratic elections in apartheid South Africa. I am thinking of  President 

Bush Jr.’s invasion of Iraq for the purported purpose of seizing weapons of mass destruction, 

when in fact, there were none. I am thinking of  President Obama’s use of drone strikes for 

killing terrorists; “terrorists” being classified as every adult male killed within a certain radius 

until contrary evidence is produced. These are gaps we have seen between rhetoric and actions. 



Between ideals and reality. Between the individuals we vote into power and those that hold 

office.  

 Where does this leave us? How can we believe in presidents when massacres like 

Marikana  occur? When 20.5 million Americans live below the poverty line? The problems that 

produce such situations lie with government as well. As former Secretary of Defense Donald 

Rumsfeld said, if the president takes action on something, “Congress wants to have hearings on 

it, they want to pull the plan up by the roots every five minutes to see if its still growing and 

traumatize it, and the press wants to critique it before its even 15 minutes old”.  I contend that a 

shift must take place. Individuals must reclaim the mechanisms that comprise and operate our 

government, and force these mechanisms to function for them, not on them. A revitalization of 

agency is key, and this must not only be on the part of the individuals in government, but the 

public as well. This realization of agency hinges on transparency. It must be seen, heard, and 

most of all actually occur. 

Political lies and truths are contorted in the domestic and international debates of today. 

There is an abundance of misinformation available to the public, and if one wishes to find 

information supporting ones opinion, no matter how radical or moderate that opinion may be, it 

can be done.  The manipulation of information is a key factor in rampant disillusionment 

regarding both the government and presidency. People can only be deceived so many times 

before they stop listening all together, before they are surrounded by such an environment of 

uncertainty that  they become adverse to listening, to changing, to actually communicating the 

things they care about. Surrounded by a world in which political lies and truths are neither 

galvanizing nor shocking, a population reacts by digging their heels in, sticking with what they 

know, and refusing to change. Comfort and familiarity....or violent upheaval.  These are the 



retreats from  this atmosphere of confusion and a poison to the agents of positive social change. 

How can a leader remedy this virus of disillusionment that people repeatedly find themselves 

succumbing to?  

The fact of the matter is that the president does not control many aspects of the country 

which he has been elected to rule. One thing he can dramatically affect though, is his country's 

political culture. The way he can, as David Foster Wallace puts it,  “help us overcome the 

limitations of our own individual laziness and selfishness and weakness and fear and get us to do 

better, harder things than we can get ourselves to do on our own” is by enacting a culture of 

transparency in government that other leaders have been loath to do. For the channels of dialogue 

and influence to be open between  elected officials and their constituencies, the public must truly 

observe the acts of their government. The documentation and discussion surrounding  the 

implementation of this transparency would greatly increase the capacity of people to wade 

through the sea of misinformation currently present. Assailed with the scope and depth of the 

actions countries take, people will open their eyes in a way that has never been experienced 

before. Give people knowledge, and they will discuss, argue, condemn, and support. Most of all 

though, they will grow. 

They will grow in a way not seen before.The actions taken by our leaders will no longer 

be conveyed to us by talking heads. We will not wake up one morning to suddenly find that there 

has been systematic torture carried out at Abu Ghraib or that censorship of sites such as 

Wikileaks has occurred in a number of countries. Open up the workings of the political system, 

and you restore accountability, awareness, and the belief  of people to rectify what they perceive 

as wrong. You restore the political agency of populations that for too long has been subject to 

governments in which they feel as if their vote makes no difference. Meaningful political change 



must come from the people.  People that are empowered, that are cognisant of what their country 

is actually doing, and most importantly, can enact meaningful change.  

To achieve this sort of political liberation en masse, we must first address the doubts, 

insecurities, and fears that exist today. To begin this, people must be able to decipher what is true 

and false from the whirlwind of confusion that permeates the domestic and international spheres 

of today. For this to happen they must be privy to actions of the system in which they live their 

lives. By promoting the transparency of government to an unprecedented degree, the president 

would be showing people what is on the other side of the curtain. They would begin to see the 

rules of the game. They would begin to play the game. Actions speak louder than words, but if 

one is unaware of the actions, all one has to depend on are the words. Its time that we changed 

this! 

 

 

 


