
15th. May, 1991 

Dear Judge Olivier, 

I am writing from my farm in Australia, hence the format. It is 
just a year since we met and discussed possible futures in South 
Africa. I was at the time working at George Mason, Fairfax, 
Virginia. 

I think I left with you a paper I prepared for a conference at 
Port Elizabeth in which I suggested consideration might be given 
to a decentralized political system that sought to cater to 
tribal and ethnic differences. <I enclose some extracts.) At the 
time, and even now I imagine, such a suggestion would not be 
acceptable to the ANC. When I addressed the President's Council 
the day after I saw you someone said to me that this was exactly 
what the right-wing of the white community would like to see, 
making it all the more difficult to sell it to those who think 
the future is "democracy" defined as one-person-one vote. <It was 
a curious experience for me to find myself in agreement with 
someone representing what was regarded as an extreme position 
right · wing position. But this is the kind of thing that can 
happen when we are a bit analytical, and it is what happens when 
we bring parties to conflict together. It is a matter of 
following logic beyond ideological positions) 

The ethnicity issue, and the traditional notion of democracy, are 
really not being addressed in any country as yet. Circumstances 
are forcing some thinking in Iraq, but the great powers are 
against any attempts at separate autonomies. Separation of ethnic 
groups seems too challenging politically and even academically, 
for it destroys the old notions of central authority and 
sovereignty. For them the old melting pot idea sounds good 
politically and socially tolerance, equality, etc. etc. 
but it goes against everything we now know about human needs for 
security, identity and recognition. I enclose a publisher's 
brochure about four books a colleague and I have published since 
I saw you. We try to spell out a human needs approach to social 
and political problems. 

I wonder whether you think that another conference of the Port 
Elizabeth type would be useful at this stage? I am sure Professor 
Jac Cilliers, Hendrik van der Merwe, and others, including Gerail 
Shaw of the Cape Times, would be willing to help in promoting 
discussion of these issues. 

It would be easier to do this on an unofficial rather than on a 
formal basis. Our experience is that it is very difficult to 
bring parties in conflict together on a formal basis and with 
public knowledge. We have, nevertheless, found that parties in 



conflict welcome the oportunity of an informal exchange of views 
in the informal environment of academic discussion. If there were 
such a conference, then it would be easy to get the kind of 
discussion in private that is so useful. Your presence at such a 
discussion would be symbolic and most important. 

I have not sent copies of this informal letter to any of those 
mentioned above; but I am sure they would welcome an exchange 
with you if you felt this could be useful. 

Yours sincerely, 

John Burton. 
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