
Understanding Corruption and Government 
Traditions and Heritage in the Black Tribal Community 

 

In South Africa, the political debate is many times tinted by racial conflict and injustice. The ruling 

party Africa National Congress (ANC) has been in power since -94 and is Nelson Mandela’s old 

party that brought an end to apartheid. The corruption in South African politics is obvious and 

seemingly “accepted” by the public since the party gets reelected and remains in power year after 

year. It is easy to be horrified when facing politicians being openly corrupt and employing 

nepotism as if it is the rule of law. And over and over again I ask myself “why is this allowed to 

go on? Why doesn’t the flow to private pockets annoy people to a greater extent?”. In order to try 

to understand the long since established political corruption and its consequences, we need to take 

the strong tribal tradition of many of the black communities into consideration. What driving forces 

are fuming the self-enrichment tendency and how can we nuance our understanding of the concept 

of corruption? How can our understanding better benefit the political landscape and the mission to 

eradicate corruption?  

Black tribal communities have a well-established tradition of giving and sharing individual 

prosperity with the extended family and friends, for the communal good. In the tribal community, 

collectivism prevails over individualism, rooted in rural living and limited resources. If one makes 

a better life for him/herself, it is imperative that this person is viable to help the rest of the 

community in need. “Collectivism requires self-sacrifice, the subordination of one's interests to 

those of others.” But its so much more than that. To live in a collective means taking on 

responsibility for the prosperity or your entire family and extended relatives. To grow up in a 

community where wealth if shared almost to the extent that it is public property and become 

economically successful whilst not giving back to the ones who raised you, is considered to be a 

display of outmost disrespect. So to put this into the political context in South Africa and the deeply 

rooted corruption within the ANC governing party; Why does a vast majority of the black 

community remain loyal to the ANC when they know that the government embezzles tax money 

and put it straight in their own pockets for self-interest? Well, given what we now know about the 

tribal traditions and how deeply intrenched they are in the collective communities it’s a bit more 

understandable. The European traditions have no such collectivistic ideology, but rather employs 



an individualistic approach to wealth and prosperity. Therein lies the westernized misconception 

of corruption being driven by self-interest and the strive for self-enrichment. If the president were 

not to give out contracts and nepotism, it would be considered as odd and even disrespectful. 

Hence, the black tribal community therefore show more lenience with the government catering to 

themselves and their immediate social community before the wealth and welfare of the remaining 

population. In many cases when talking to white South Africans (afrikaaners) about why the ANC 

still manages to remain in power and retain loyal support from the voters, I get the answer that it’s 

because of the debt of gratitude inherited by the black community’s predecessor who were slaves 

under the Apartheid regime. The black population is now paying off the debt towards Nelson 

Mandela and the ANC for liberating them from the cruel and inhuman laws of the time. But that 

is in my opinion, a very simplistic way of looking at it. The white parties use that as an excuse 

when accounting for their struggle to attract black voters. Afrikaaners use it as an excuse for not 

engaging in politics. The black community uses it as a safe way to get out of the realization that 

their idealism might be holding them back, or simply put – as an excuse not to question the 

traditions in fear of going against their heritage and face social exclusion. If a black person is 

shunned, he has nothing, from either side. That is a situation that whites will never have to face, 

not due to race, but rather due to the individualistic idealism as deeply intrenched in our community 

as the collectivism in the black tribal community.  

Understanding black tribal culture is one of the things that might help us in understanding why 

corruption happens, but it would also be ignorant to propose such a one-sided view on the South 

African racial conflict. The white Afrikaans community is also very much entrenched in corruption 

but driven by other forces than collectivistic ideology. There is somewhat of a revenge position 

and sense of entitlement to take back what was once taken from them i.e. the racially acquired 

power position. It is easy to look at corruption in this country as being racially bound, a realization 

I have come to when writing this article and addressing the ideologies which communities are 

traditionally bound by. White helps white, which is why the Black Economic Empowerment Act 

is needed and in place. With power comes the enticement of more power which throughout history, 

regardless of context, is a prosperous growing ground for corrupt decision making. Although one 

could argue that the view on corruption might be driven by other motives than the collectivistic 

responsibility and more on individualistic self-enrichment. We must ask ourselves – is it easier to 

denounce “one” corrupt politician with no cultural roots to which we affiliate? Do we have an 



easier time to alienate the one bad seed and by doing so, turning a blind eye to every other corrupt 

seed in the field?  

Once we all come to realize on what ideology we rest, and how our social context interfere with 

our logical deductions – only then can we start to seek a mutual understanding and a shared vision 

for the future of South Africa, a great nation divided by ignorance and mutual prejudice.  
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