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Op-ed 
 

AFTER THE SCROLL: A REFLECTION ON SOUTH AFRICA’S MOOD & THE NEED FOR RATIONAL HOPE 
 

By Daryl Swanepoel 
 
Over the holiday season I found myself doing something that, on reflection, I probably should do less 
often: I fell into the social-media scroll. Not for research. Not for work. Just out of that peculiar human 
impulse to check in, to engage, to feel connected to the buzzing hive of public opinion. And what 
struck me, almost immediately, was not only the volume of commentary, but the tone: a chorus of 
despair, resignation and a kind of collective gloom that passed for analysis. 
 
Every policy was a disaster. Every reform was dismissed before it was understood. Every headline was 
a harbinger of doom. In that saturated stream of negativity, rationality seemed to evaporate. Not just 
disagreement, which is the lifeblood of democratic conversation, but an almost reflexive pessimism in 
which everything was broken and nothing could be fixed. People weren’t engaging, they were 
performing despair. And in doing so, they were robbing themselves, and our nation, of the very thing 
we need most right now: clear thinking about possibility amid difficulty. 
 
It’s important to say upfront: South Africa faces enormous challenges. The trauma of state capture 
was real. Mismanagement and poor decision-making have left scars on our institutions and on the 
confidence of our people. A citizenry that has lived through years of corruption and crisis has every 
right to be weary. But what I observed in that digital river of complaints was not weariness met with 
reflection, it was surrender masquerading as insight. And that is dangerous. 
 
Because if we convince ourselves that nothing works, then we stop seeking what does. If we assume 
that every institution is corrupt, then we cease to hold any institution accountable in a constructive 
way. If we frame our national story as irredeemably tragic, we lose the capacity to imagine a different 
ending. 
 
But let’s talk honestly about where we are, and where there are real signs of progress. 
 
There are facts, not fantasies, that point toward recovery: 
 
• Inflation, a perennial burden on households, has trended toward what many experts view as a 

sustainable range in 2025, reflecting disciplined monetary policy and a stronger exchange rate 
environment. 

• Interest rates have been easing from their earlier peaks, offering some breathing room for both 
households and businesses.  

• South Africa’s GDP remained in positive territory throughout 2025, even if modest. Moreover, 
economists and international organisations, such as the OECD, are projecting continued expansion 
into 2026 and 2027. 
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• The local financial markets have shown amazing resilience, with the South African rand finishing 
the year significantly stronger against the US dollar, being its best performance in nearly two 
decades, which, especially against the backdrop of significant FDI inflows, should certainly been 
seen as a signal of renewed investor confidence.  

• In the local equity markets, multiple indices have delivered remarkable returns, which markets 
have been buoyed by both domestic factors and global commodity price movements, with the 
surge in gold being the star performer.  

• Even in sectors that once seemed stuck, electricity, logistics and energy supply, there are cautious 
signs of stabilisation, borne of reform, private-sector participation and shifting policy frameworks.  

• South Africa’s removal from the FATF grey list marked a significant institutional recovery 
milestone, in that it signalled improved compliance with international standards on anti-money-
laundering and counter-terrorist financing and restored confidence in the country’s financial 
governance.  

 
These are not sweeping triumphs. They do not erase poverty, unemployment or inequality. They do 
not make our problems small. But they do matter. They matter because they signal that the engine of 
our society, our economy, our markets, our institutions, has not seized up entirely. It has hiccupped, 
sputtered, and strained, but it continues to turn. 
 
This is where the philosophical reflection comes in. 
 
There is a difference between pessimism and realism, and there is an equally vital difference between 
hope grounded in evidence and folly rooted in wishful thinking. True realism acknowledges obstacles 
without collapsing into despair. It recognises that recovery is neither linear nor guaranteed, but it also 
refuses to treat slight improvements as mere footnotes. 
 
Hope, in this sense, is not a luxury. It is a civic necessity. 
 
In the ancient Greek tradition, phronesis, practical wisdom, was seen as the virtue that allows people 
to navigate the space between blind optimism and paralysing pessimism. It’s not that we must pretend 
everything is fine, it’s that we must cultivate the intellectual discipline to see both the fractures and 
the fragments of strength, to hold them in a coherent view, and to act accordingly. 
 
Real hope does not deny reality. It refuses despair as a default position. 
 
And here is the critical point: collective narratives shape collective action. If South Africans, whether 
on social media or off, insist that the country is hopeless, then we will act as though there is nothing 
left to strive for. But if we recognise the complexity of our condition, the pain alongside the progress, 
then we can begin to make judgment, rather than capitulation, our guiding principle. 
 
We do need accountability. We do need reform. We do need criticism to be sharp, informed and 
targeted. But criticism that assumes failure as destiny is not critique, it is abdication of responsibility. 
Let us refuse that abdication. 
 
Let us instead insist that our conversations, especially the loud ones in the digital public square, are 
rooted in both facts and dignity. Let us argue fiercely about policy without dismissing every increment 
of improvement. Let us reach for the kind of hope that says: We are wounded, but we are not finished, 
we are challenged, not defeated. 
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This is not cheap optimism. This is a call to thoughtful resolve. Because nations do not turn themselves 
around through lamentation. They turn themselves around through disciplines of critique and hope, 
combined. 
 
And that, at this moment in South Africa’s story, is the conversation we urgently need. 
 
Daryl Swanepoel is the Chief Executive Officer of the Inclusive Society Institute 


