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Abstract
This article explores how an existential account of emotions can enrich debates about negative 
emotions in transitional justice and peacebuilding scholarship. A growing literature has examined 
the challenge that the ex-resisters’ negative emotions, including disappointment, pose to the 
creation of sustainable peace in post-conflict societies. It has however not sufficiently accounted 
for disappointment’s potentially productive political value. The paper fills this gap by examining how 
the ex-resisters’ disappointment affects their capacity for political action against the remainders of 
past violence and oppression, with a specific focus on the South African context. I draw on Jean-
Paul Sartre’s existential account of the emotions’ ‘magic’ as a way of coping with the complexities 
of political action arising from our situated condition. I put Sartre’s account in conversation with 
Nadine Gordimer’s novel No Time Like the Present and experiences of disappointment among 
South African ex-resisters to show how disappointment can lead ex-resisters to different ways 
of confronting the complexity of political engagement in the wake of the incomplete transition. 
This dialogue reveals disappointment as a powerful source of resistance against the persistence 
of injustice, while also disclosing significant constraints upon political engagement in conditions 
of systemic violence.
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Le magique de la déception : Émotions négatives, justice transitionnelle et 
résistance

Résumé
Cet article explore comment un regard existentialiste porté sur les émotions peut enrichir les 
débats sur les émotions négatives dans les travaux sur la justice transitionnelle et la consolidation 
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de la paix. De plus en plus de recherches examinent le problème que posent les émotions 
négatives des anciens résistants, dont la déception, au maintien d’une paix durable dans les 
sociétés sortant d’un conflit. Néanmoins, elles ne rendent pas suffisamment compte de la valeur 
politique de la déception, potentiellement fertile. Le présent article vise à combler cette lacune 
en examinant comment la déception des anciens résistants influe sur leur capacité à engager une 
action politique à l’encontre des résidus de la violence et de l’oppression passées, en s’intéressant 
notamment au contexte sud-africain. Nous appuyons notre analyse sur l’approche existentialiste 
du caractère « magique » des émotions développée par Jean-Paul Sartre. Les émotions y sont 
vues comme un moyen de faire face aux difficultés à engager une action politique qui découlent 
de notre condition située. Nous faisons dialoguer le point de vue de Sartre avec le roman de 
Nadine Gordimer, Vivre à présent, et avec des expériences de déception chez d’anciens résistants 
sud-africains, pour montrer comment la déception peut provoquer chez ces derniers différentes 
manières de se confronter à la difficulté de l’engagement politique à l’aube d’une transition 
incomplète. Ce dialogue fait apparaître la déception comme une puissante source de résistance 
face à la persistance de l’injustice, tout en révélant les contraintes importantes qui reposent sur 
l’engagement politique dans un contexte de violence systémique.

Mots-clés
déception, justice transitionnelle, émotions négatives

La magia de la decepción: Emociones negativas, justicia transicional y 
resistencia

Resumen
Este artículo analiza cómo una explicación existencial de las emociones puede enriquecer los 
debates sobre emociones negativas en los estudios sobre justicia transicional y consolidación de 
la paz. Hay cada vez más literatura que analiza el desafío que plantean las emociones negativas de 
los antiguos opositores políticos (incluida la decepción) para la creación de una paz duradera en 
sociedades posconflicto. Sin embargo, aún no se ha explicado suficientemente el valor político 
potencialmente productivo que hay en la decepción. El artículo cubre esta laguna analizando cómo 
la decepción de los antiguos opositores incide en su capacidad de acción política contra lo que 
queda de la violencia y la opresión pasadas, específicamente en el contexto sudafricano. Recurre 
para ello a la explicación existencial de la «magia» de las emociones elaborada por Jean-Paul Sartre 
como manera de lidiar con las complejidades de la acción política a partir de nuestra condición 
situada. Y hace dialogar esta perspectiva sartriana con la novela de Nadine Gordimer Mejor hoy 
que mañana y las experiencias de decepción entre los antiguos integrantes de la resistencia para 
mostrar cómo la decepción puede llevar a estos opositores a confrontar de diferentes maneras 
la complejidad del compromiso político tras una transición incompleta. Este diálogo muestra que 
la decepción puede ser una poderosa fuente de resistencia contra la persistencia de la injusticia, y 
al mismo tiempo suponer un obstáculo significativo para el compromiso político en condiciones 
de violencia sistémica.

Palabras clave
decepción, justicia transicional, emociones negativas 
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Introduction

Sandra Adonis joined the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa at the age of 15, 
devoting her childhood and her youth to the fight against the injustices of the apartheid 
regime. In her testimony before the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) in 
1997, she expressed her sense of profound disappointment over the betrayed promise of 
liberation for which she had sacrificed so much. Even if we received ‘our freedom and 
our democracy’, she said, ‘I do not think we have gained anything, because we are still 
in the same position as we used to be, unemployed, homeless, abandoned’.1

The widespread sense of disappointment haunting transitional societies has exposed 
cracks in the predominant linear visions of transition and illuminated the persistent 
effects of past violence in the present. In South Africa, a paradigm case of transition, 
profound disappointment over continued social and economic inequality has replaced 
the so-called ‘liberation euphoria’ that characterised the truth, reconciliation and nation-
building project in the period following the official end of apartheid rule.2 A powerful 
and widespread affect in the aftermath of transition, disappointment can act as a source 
of disaffection, apathy or political mobilisation and plays a crucial role in the continued 
pursuit of justice and conflict transformation.3 In this paper, I concentrate on the context 
of South Africa and focus on the disappointment experienced by ex-resistance fighters. 
This is because – by virtue of their investment in the resistance ideals of freedom and 
justice – their disappointment will likely be most politically potent in transforming lega-
cies of past injustice towards greater social and political equality.

Scholars of trauma and transitional justice have increasingly recognised the impor-
tance of emotions to transitional processes,4 yet little attention has been paid to the affect 
of disappointment. In addition, some peacebuilding studies have examined the challenge 
that the ex-combatants’ negative emotions, including disappointment, pose to the crea-
tion of sustainable peace in post-conflict societies.5 However, these accounts focus pri-
marily on evaluating negative emotions in terms of the stability of a post-conflict political 
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order, while insufficiently accounting for the complex experience of disappointment and 
its potentially productive political value. What lacks sustained examination is how the 
experience of disappointment affects the ex-resisters’ political engagement, how it dis-
closes their embeddedness within the resilient conditions of systemic oppression and 
shapes their political action against the remainders of past violence.

To undertake this examination, I draw on Jean-Paul Sartre’s existential understanding 
of emotions as a way of coping with the ambiguity of our situated condition – what Sartre 
calls a ‘magical transformation of the world’. Sartre’s account is distinct in foreground-
ing emotions as not simply reactive responses to an (external) event, but as ways of relat-
ing to or existing in the world, which significantly affect our sense of responsibility for 
the world and our capacity for acting in it. Scholarship in transitional justice, and in 
emotions and IR more generally, has increasingly drawn on existential understandings of 
emotions. Nevertheless, Sartre’s account of emotions remains an untapped source. This 
omission can be at least partly attributed to the fact that several critics have dismissed 
Sartre’s account as reducing emotions to a form of self-deception that clouds our rational 
assessment of the given situation and hinders responsible action in the world.6 In my 
interpretation, however, Sartre’s account of the emotions’ ‘magic’ contributes two key 
insights crucial to understanding the role of disappointment in transitional contexts. 
First, emotions reveal the complexities of political action arising from our situatedness 
in an intersubjective and unpredictable world that precisely cannot be reduced to a 
rational, orderly environment for our projects. Second, viewing emotions as ways of cop-
ing with the complexities of political action helps us distinguish between more or less 
productive expressions of or responses to a given emotion, based on whether they flee or 
face up to this complexity.

To explore disappointment’s ‘magic’ among ex-resisters in South Africa, I put Sartre’s 
existential understanding of emotions in conversation with recent theoretical and practi-
cal articulations of disappointment in South Africa and a selected South African novel, 
Nadine Gordimer’s No Time Like the Present. I first offer a theoretical account of how 
the ‘magic’ of disappointment in transitional contexts lies in its ability to reveal the fal-
lacy of linear visions of the past’s heroic overcoming and confront the ex-resisters with 
the complexities of struggling against the persistence of injustice without the guidance of 
pre-given models of liberation. I then draw on Gordimer’s novel – one of the most well-
known responses to the growing climate of political disillusion in South Africa7 – and the 
experiences of disappointment among ex-resisters in South Africa for a rich account of 
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the different ways in which disappointment can shape the ex-resisters’ political engage-
ment in the wake of the incomplete transition. Reading the novel and the ex-resisters’ 
political responses to disappointment in South Africa with Sartre’s normative framework 
in mind helps us distinguish between more or less politically productive expressions of 
disappointment – based not on whether they contribute to the stability of a post-conflict 
political order, but on whether they lead the ex-resisters to flee the disappointing political 
reality or to creatively confront it.

This examination reveals disappointment as a potentially powerful source of resist-
ance against the persistence of injustice, while also helping us understand and tackle the 
significant constraints upon political engagement in conditions of systemic violence. 
Thus, it can significantly enrich peacebuilding initiatives and disclose disappointment as 
a useful tool in creating futures of justice and peace that cannot be reduced to institu-
tional, state-sponsored models of transitional justice and peacebuilding.

In my turn to the novel, I rely on the existentialist account of the political relevance of 
literary works, specifically as articulated by Sartre in his later work. According to Sartre, 
the political value of literature lies in its unique ability to reveal human lived experience 
in their emotional complexity and richness that cannot be grasped through concepts or 
ideas, but only as they are ‘lived without being known’.8 Literature can do this because it 
portrays human beings in the totality of their situated existence, disclosing both how situ-
ational constraints shape their freedom to act and how they respond to these constraints, 
affirming the remaining margin of freedom within oppressive conditions.9 In line with 
this understanding, I show how No Time Like the Present illuminates the complex experi-
ence of disappointment as it is lived by ex-resisters, and helps us make sense of the dif-
ferent political responses to disappointment among ex-resisters in South Africa. On the 
one hand, the novel relates how the ex-resisters’ disappointment confronts them with 
their inability to achieve a clean break with the past, disclosing the limits of freedom 
within resilient conditions of systemic violence. On the other hand, it reveals how the 
ex-resisters grappled with their disappointment, devising different ways of confronting 
the circumscribed nature of political action.

Before proceeding with the argument, two qualifications are necessary. First, my 
understanding of disappointment follows common philosophical and psychological 
accounts of disappointment as a feeling we have in response to betrayed hopes or expec-
tations.10 In line with Sartre’s account of emotions as ways of being in the world, how-
ever, I also focus on the more fundamental, existential significance of disappointment as 
a lived, affective sense of disjuncture or dislocation that disrupts the ex-resisters’ estab-
lished ways of relating to the world and their sense of the possibilities for political action.

Second, to reflect my focus on the disappointment of ex-resisters, I employ the term 
ex-resisters or ex-resistance fighters throughout the analysis, and refrain from using the 
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more neutral term ex-combatants, which is usually used in the peacebuilding literature 
and which refers to combatants belonging to both guerrilla movements and regular 
armies. The notion of ex-resisters denotes individuals engaged in the organised fight 
against oppression over a longer period of time, which involves a commitment to chang-
ing social and political structures towards greater freedom and equality and a willingness 
to assume the risks entailed in opposing a violent regime. In the case of South Africa, this 
definition includes resisters who participated in the armed liberation struggle waged 
against the apartheid state from the exile, and those who were involved in movements of 
civil resistance within South Africa.11 But it does not include the many who were opposed 
to the apartheid system, who engaged in everyday, often concealed acts of defiance, who 
perhaps participated in marches or protests, but who did not get actively involved in the 
organised structures of the resistance struggle. In employing this definition, my intention 
is not to neglect the diversity of resistance practices, but to focus on individuals whose 
sense of disjuncture at the failed promise of liberation might be most pronounced and 
therefore most revelatory of the political significance of disappointment.

The argument proceeds as follows. The first section situates the argument within the 
scholarship on emotions, transitional justice and peacebuilding, as well as existing efforts 
to draw on existential understandings of emotions in the International Relations (IR) litera-
ture. The second section develops Sartre’s account of the emotions’ ‘magic’ as a way of 
coping with the ambiguity of our situated condition. On this basis, the third section explores 
how the ex-resisters’ disappointment reveals the complexities of political engagement in 
the wake of the incomplete transition; and the fourth section engages with the chosen South 
African novel and the experiences of disappointment among ex-resisters in South Africa to 
distinguish between more or less politically productive expressions of disappointment. The 
conclusion summarises the main findings and reflects on how the existential understanding 
of emotions can further the emotions-oriented agenda of the recent ‘aesthetic’ turn in IR.

Emotions, Transitional Justice, and Disappointment

The article makes a two-fold contribution. First, it contributes to debates in transitional 
justice and peacebuilding by inquiring into the political significance of disappointment 
among ex-resisters. Second, by relying on Sartre’s notion of emotions, it contributes to 
the literature in emotions and IR that has drawn on the social psychology of emotions 
and existential approaches to emotions.

Let me start with the first contribution. A rich scholarship on emotions, trauma and 
transitional justice has convincingly shown that emotions are central to processes of 
coming to terms with the painful past.12 As Hutchison and Bleiker have argued, emotions 
importantly shape the human capacities of responding to world-shattering violence and 
can significantly affect what kind of community will emerge in the wake of trauma – 
whether it will be one based on mutual understanding or one that will reinforce existing 
patterns of hatred and exclusion.13 Initially this literature explored how ‘conciliatory’ 
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emotions, such as empathy, compassion and friendship, can facilitate social reconcilia-
tion.14 Recent accounts, however, have increasingly focused on the significance of nega-
tive emotions, such as anger, shame, rage and resentment, for addressing the remainders 
of systemic oppression.15

Missing within this literature is a thorough analysis of the political importance of 
disappointment. This is surprising given that scholars have recognised disappointment as 
one of the most widespread affective states in the aftermath of transition. Drawing on 
contexts as diverse as South Africa, Australia and Northern Ireland, Little believes disap-
pointment is inevitable given that the promise of transitional justice – to establish a har-
monious future on the rubble of past suffering and division – ‘is virtually unachievable’.16 
In South Africa, the anti-apartheid liberation movement’s victory over the injustice of 
apartheid and the country’s peaceful transition to democracy contained the promise of 
‘better life for all’. This promise, however, was tragically betrayed in the post-apartheid 
era as racialised inequality, poverty and political exclusion continue to structure the lived 
experience of the great mass of the population.17

The betrayal of the initial promise of freedom and equality can be traced to the circum-
stances of the transition. The South African ‘miracle’ arose from a negotiated settlement 
between the African National Congress (ANC) – the leading liberation movement and the 
ruling party since the first free elections in 1994 – and the National Party – the ruling party 
during the apartheid years. The nation-building project rested on the practices of truth-
telling, atonement and the reconciliation of a wounded community, rather than a commit-
ment to addressing the conditions of systemic violence that made past crimes possible. 
Transition came to be conceived in terms of the liberal understanding of democracy based 
on constitutionalism and rule of law while eschewing the need for a structural transforma-
tion of society and for continued inclusive practices of public freedom.18 From the begin-
ning, then, the new democracy was plagued by the deeply entrenched legacies of apartheid 
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injustice, which were compounded by the rise of authoritarianism, corruption and impu-
nity in the postliberation politics of the ANC.19 The sense of profound disappointment as 
betrayal has since been expressed by different groups within the South African society – 
from ex-resisters, who felt ‘excluded’ from the fruits of liberation and have seen the ideals 
of the resistance struggle betrayed by successive ANC governments, to the younger gen-
eration of activists, who continue to suffer under the resilient conditions of structural 
violence.20

If there has been little analysis of disappointment within transitional justice, some stud-
ies in peacebuilding have recognised the importance of disappointment in transitional 
processes and explored the social effects of disappointment expressed by ex-combatants. 
Gear, Bucaille and Maringira, for instance, have examined the pervasive sense of disap-
pointment and disaffection among the ex-combatants in South Africa.21 They have drawn 
on the ex-combatants’ experience to record how, without professional qualifications, 
means of sustenance and bonds of solidarity that once sustained them, they tend to feel out 
of place, isolated and undervalued in the new neoliberal post-apartheid political order.22

Yet this literature has focused on managing and neutralising the negative effects of the 
ex-resisters’ disappointment to ensure the conditions for political stability, rather than 
exploring how the ex-resisters’ disappointment shapes their continued political engage-
ment. For instance, much attention is dedicated to Disarmament, Demobilisation, and 
Reintegration programmes, designed to channel ex-combatants away from armed com-
bat and integrate them into civilian life or regular armies.23 In addition, several scholars 
have argued for the need to deal with the negative personal and societal effects of the 
ex-combatants’ shrinking horizon of hope for a better future, such as domestic violence, 
alcoholism, crime and societal disorder.24 In short, the effects of ex-combatants’ disap-
pointment are engaged primarily as a lens through which to examine the construction of 
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the post-conflict political and moral order, or improve the disarmament and reintegration 
programmes.25 However, if we only view disappointment as something to be managed 
and offset in the process of constructing the post-conflict order, we are likely to miss its 
multifaceted political effects and ultimately undermine the very effort to improve soci-
etal stability and well-being.

Sartre’s account of emotions as magical transformation of the world allows me to 
explore the political importance of ex-resisters’ disappointment because it focuses atten-
tion on how emotions shape individuals’ relationships to the world and affect their capac-
ity for political action in varied, normatively significant ways. This brings me to the 
second main contribution of the article.

My turn to Sartre’s account of emotions echoes emerging efforts in the literature on 
emotions and transitional justice to mine existentialists’ insights into the political signifi-
cance of emotions in the wake of trauma. Scholars have drawn on the existentialist think-
ers’ exploration of the existential sources of guilt, shame and hate in the wake of political 
violence to understand the obstacles to reconciliation and establish the conditions for 
ethical restoration.26 For instance, Schaap, La Caze and Mrovlje have engaged Jaspers’, 
Arendt’s and Sartre’s existentially informed reflections on guilt and shame to distinguish 
self-indulgent and evasive expressions of guilt from politically productive assumptions 
of responsibility.27 In addition, La Caze and Mrovlje used Beauvoir’s and Sartre’s exis-
tential analysis of the feelings of hate and vengefulness in response to denials of human 
dignity to reveal why the acts of revenge and punishment might ultimately be unable to 
restore the reciprocity of human relationships denied by the atrocity.28 Despite engage-
ments with existentialist thinkers, however, this literature has paid less attention to the 
underlying existential approaches to emotions as ways of relating to the world.

Drawing on Sartre’s account of the emotions’ magic, I highlight this underlying exis-
tential understanding of emotions and its political significance. In this respect, my 
emphasis parallels recent scholarship in emotions and IR – notably scholars who have 
drawn on the social psychology of emotions to foreground the psychological and socio-
logical foundations of world politics and the ontological security literature that has 
explicitly taken up existential approaches to emotions.
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IR scholars drawing on social-psychological accounts of emotions rely on recent find-
ings in social psychology which have validated Sartre’s insights into the social or worldly 
character of emotions. Among social psychologists, emotions have been recognised as 
ways of coping with ‘perceived changes, threats, or opportunities in the world’ that 
‘structure’ individuals’ relationships to the world and importantly shape their actions.29 
The psychologists’ experimental findings confirm Sartre’s insistence that emotions are 
far from either unconscious ‘impediments to cognition’ or mental states; they ‘reflect 
one’s presence, responses to and interactions with worldly occurrences’ and social con-
texts that involves ‘discernment, judgement and evaluation’.30 This research on the social 
character of emotions involves scholarship exploring the multipronged effects of specific 
emotions, such as shame, anxiety or compassion, on individuals’ actions and their social 
relationships and attitudes.31 Others have inquired into how emotions tend to be felt and 
managed according to the established emotional conventions in a given sociocultural 
context, and how a capacity to express emotions in line with prevalent emotion norms 
can be a powerful source of social and political capital.32

Utilising these insights in the context of international politics, Daniel Rothbart, for 
instance, introduces the notion of systemic humiliation to analyse how governments use 
their power to humiliate marginalised groups and diminish their sense of dignity in con-
flict contexts.33 Simon Koschut, in turn, shows how the shared emotion norms can stabi-
lise security communities, such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, in the face of 
internal conflict.34 My drawing on Sartre’s account of emotions in the context of transi-
tional justice echoes this focus on the psycho-sociological foundations of politics, yet 
does not concentrate on the level of institutional, state politics. It instead foregrounds 
how emotions underpin individuals’ bottom-up negotiation of the dilemmas of political 
action, responsibility and resistance in conditions of systemic violence.
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My turn to Sartre’s existential approach to emotions also corresponds to the burgeon-
ing literature in ontological security that has drawn on the existential understandings of 
anxiety to understand how subjects negotiate uncertainty and change.35 Particularly rel-
evant for my purposes is Rumelili’s analysis of the ambivalent role of anxiety in conflict 
resolution processes. Rumelili shows how conflict resolution can unleash so-called 
‘peace anxieties’ as subjects lose their ‘conflict’ identities, including clearly defined 
objects of fear and unambiguous moral standards. These peace anxieties may induce a 
longing to return to conflict and its established systems of meaning, yet they can also 
open the door to the development of new narratives about the self, other and the new 
social order. My analysis of the political relevance of disappointment mirrors this recog-
nition of the multivalent role of emotions in transitional processes but focuses on the 
dynamics of structural oppression and resistance – a concern that has remained neglected 
in the ontological security literature.36

This focus reflects the recent engagements within the ontological security literature, 
such as Ty Solomon’s analysis of the Arab Spring, with how public moods or affective 
environments can reinforce the protesters’ ‘feelings of agency and power’ and sustain 
activism even in ontologically insecure situations.37 Yet, while Solomon focuses on the 
positive moods of exhilaration, hope, joy and solidarity, I examine an emotion that is 
usually deemed to be demobilising. Thereby, I challenge the view that radical agency 
requires a transition to mobilising or ‘heightened’ moods.38 In addition, while Solomon 
and much other scholarship on public moods is focused primarily on how affective envi-
ronments constitute subjectivities and influence their search for ontological security,39 
Sartre’s approach allows me to focus on both how individuals and groups are affected by 
their disappointment and how they respond to it. This focus provides a unique link 
between individuals’ experience of disappointment and their negotiation of the difficul-
ties of political engagement in conditions of systemic violence – highlighting why exis-
tential accounts of emotions are so fruitful in examining the crucial role of emotions in 
transitional justice contexts.
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Sartre’s Existential Account of Emotions

This section develops Sartre’s account of the emotions’ ‘magic’ with a view to outlining how 
it can contribute to understanding the role of disappointment in transitional contexts. In 
particular, I show how emotions’ ‘magic’ uncovers the complexity of political engagement 
in an intersubjective and unpredictable world that eludes our transparent grasp and helps us 
distinguish between more or less politically productive responses to this complexity.

Sartre’s account of emotions is grounded in his phenomenological-existential approach 
to reality. Emotions, for Sartre, are intentional acts of consciousness,40 which means that 
they are consciousness’s mode of existing in or comportment towards the world.41 Sartre 
framed his contribution to thinking emotions as a critique of at that time dominant theories 
of emotions (such as William James’s and Sigmund Freud’s), which, in his view, regarded 
emotions as something passive or unconscious that we undergo.42 According to these 
theories, Sartre argued, conscious effects of emotions are mere ‘epiphenomena’ of physi-
ological, visceral processes, acting as disturbances in rational behavioural patterns.43 For 
Sartre, in contrast, emotions are not passive disturbances, acting upon our consciousness 
from the outside;44 they are something we do, ‘a manner of apprehending the world’.45 
Further, emotions’ intentionality carries significance, is meaningful; emotions are a way 
‘of caring, of evaluating, of appraising, even of bestowing values’.46

To say that emotions are intentional, meaningful acts of consciousness is not to say that 
they are deliberate, a result of a rational calculation, or even reflective. An emotion’s 
intentionality means that it is not ‘absorbed in itself’ but refers to (or intends) an object or 
event in the world.47 The word intend here is used in its existential-phenomenological 
meaning to indicate that all consciousness is consciousness of something, that all experi-
ence is experience of something. For existentialists, we are always-already being in the 
world, oriented towards the world as a meaningful context for our perceptions and actions, 
and emotions are one way in which humans relate to the world. Moreover, as acts of 
intending the world, emotions are both conscious, in that we are (at least implicitly) aware 
of experiencing an emotion, and bodily, involving a sense of affectedness or feeling.48
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But what is key is that emotions are not simply projections of isolated affective valu-
ations upon the external world, perceived to be separate from consciousness.49 They 
reflect a broader attitude towards or a way of relating to the world – what Sartre calls an 
‘existential structure of the world’, which the consciousness ‘lives’.50 In other words, 
emotions are not simply reactive responses to an event; they constitute or, in Sartre’s 
words, transform the human world and our social relationships, and are ‘a form human 
existence takes’ in the world.51 This means that an emotion does not just denote a change 
in any specific attitude we adopt towards some particular thing or person within our 
world. Emotions shape our practical rootedness in the world – our sense of our intersub-
jective, socio-political context, which significantly affects what it is possible for us to do 
or say. Our emotional being in the world can thus importantly (re)orient our commit-
ments, and significantly affect our sense of the possibilities for political action.52

As a mode of relating to the world, emotions have a distinct purpose, and that is, as 
Sartre (in)famously claims, a magical transformation of the world.53 Sartre argues that 
emotions help us cope with the world that is anything but an orderly environment for 
human projects54: it is absurd, plural, unpredictable. In Sartre’s existential outlook, 
human beings are situated freedoms, which means they are both free, capable of acting 
in the world and transcending themselves towards not yet existent goals, and situated, 
deeply embedded in a given context, which acts as a powerful constraint upon their free-
dom and shapes what it is possible for them to do.55 Given the complexities of action in 
our situated condition, emotions are crucial, Sartre says, because they can help us ‘change 
the world’. Even if we cannot actually transform a given situation in accordance with our 
desires, emotions can help us live ‘as if the connection between things and their potenti-
alities were not ruled by deterministic processes, but by magic’.56 Emotions’ ‘magic’ 
here is not ‘effectual’: it refers to our ability to shift our perspective on the world or 
reform our intentions, even if we cannot change the world itself.57 Sartre’s example of 
this magical transformation of the world is the case of ‘green grapes’. I try to pick a 
bunch of grapes, but I cannot reach them. I mutter ‘they are too green’, thus magically 
transforming the quality of grapes ‘as a substitute for the action I cannot complete’.58

These claims about emotions’ ‘magic’ have led critics to dismiss Sartre’s account of 
emotions as a form of self-deception59 or criticised Sartre for focusing too much on 
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‘malformed’60 emotions.61 There is sufficient evidence to justify these criticisms in 
Sartre’s writings. For instance, Sartre writes that when, ‘all ways out being barred, the 
consciousness leaps into the magical world of emotion, plunges wholly into it by debas-
ing itself’.62 In this and similar passages, Sartre indeed seems to be falling back into the 
same attitudes about emotions as irrational that he sought to refute.63

Other interpretations, however, have departed from this reading and pointed to the hith-
erto unexplored possibilities that Sartre’s account of emotions’ magic offers.64 They have 
taken their cue from Sartre’s claim that magic, far from being an irrational escape from the 
world, reveals the human, intersubjective and unpredictable character of the world.65 
Emotions, then, may indeed portray the world as being magical, but this is also what the 
human world is like. Sartre’s example of this ‘magic’ is our experiencing terror when we see 
‘a grimacing face’ at the window.66 Unlike in the case of sour grapes, where we ‘constitute 
the magic of the world’, here the world ‘reveals itself suddenly as a magical environment’.67 
The claim that emotions’ magic affects ‘merely’ how reality appears to the subject, rather 
than the ‘material constitution of reality’,68 on this account, upholds a problematic distinc-
tion between the ‘true’ material world and the subjective, ‘emotionally generated appear-
ance’ of the world.69 It is rather that our being in the world always-already encompasses an 
emotional component, because ‘there is no reality fully independent of emotions’.70

On this reading, Sartre’s insights into the emotions’ ‘magic’ refer to emotions’ unique 
ability to confront us with the ambiguity of our situated existence. As Mazis notes, ‘any 
understanding that does not include our emotional apprehension’ is bound to collapse 
‘from its lack of ground in the situation’.71 As in Sartre’s example of feeling terror at the 
sight of a face at the window, in emotions we are affected by an aspect of the world that 
jerks us away from our familiar, everyday engagement with the world as an ordered 
environment of instruments.72 In this way, emotions uncover our situatedness in the 
uncontrollable world which lacks a pre-given purpose and which routinely confounds 
our expectations. Emotions’ ‘magic’, in other words, corresponds to their ability to 
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displace the traditional Cartesian understanding of the subject as rational cogito, capable 
of knowing the whole of the world from a detached, objective position and managing it 
according to one’s ends. Rather, emotions reveal the subject as always-already situated 
in the world, suffused by meanings, relationships and structures that it has not created 
and that lie beyond its (full) control.73

In disclosing the ambiguity of our situated condition, then, emotions also dispense with 
the illusion of self-mastery and reveal freedom as only possible within a given situation.74 
Thus, emotions offer a crucial insight into the complexities of political action in our 
unpredictable world and shape how we confront these complexities. Emotions can drive 
us to either maintain a position separate from the world, fleeing our situated condition and 
the ensuing difficulty of political action, or to confront the ambiguity of our situated con-
dition and reveal the world as a field of previously unseen possibilities for action.75

I refrain from reducing this distinction to an ideological divide that Solomon draws 
between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ emotions. On the one hand, ‘good’ emotions, such as anger or 
moral indignation, are those that have positive political effects and possess ‘revolution-
ary power’, for instance, inspiring us to fight injustice. On the other hand, ‘bad’ emo-
tions, such as guilt, envy or resentment, are those that are ‘reactionary’, likely to lead to 
a self-indulgent change of attitude as a stand-in for effective political action.76 My read-
ing of emotions’ magic as revealing the ambiguities of our situated condition allows for 
no such easy binaries. On this account, anger can likewise lead to a flight from the com-
plexities of political action, if it, for instance, simplifies a complex analysis of oppression 
and directs oppositional action against a wrong target. Guilt, in contrast, may reflect an 
awareness of one’s implication in structural injustice and eventually lead one to assume 
responsibility for it. Further, even if an emotion encourages the subject to flee a complex 
reality, it cannot be reduced to a politically ineffective attitude but offers a crucial insight 
into the difficulties of facing up to the weight of the world. Rather than distinguishing 
between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ emotions, then, my reading of emotions’ magic focuses on dif-
ferentiating between politically more or less productive ways of expressing or respond-
ing to our emotions – based on whether our responses assume or disregard our situated 
freedom that has been revealed by an emotion.

The ability of emotions to confront us with the ambiguity of our situated freedom is 
especially important in transitional contexts, when the world appears as anything but an 
orderly environment for human projects and when attempts at rational, means-and-ends 
calculation are likely to lose their ground in the complex reality composed of legacies of 
violence, suffering and division. In these contexts, it is emotions’, and in particular dis-
appointment’s, ‘magic’ that can ground ex-resisters in the political reality of betrayed 
hopes and help us distinguish between different – more or less politically productive – 
ways of facing up to the continued existence of past violence in the present.
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Ex-resisters’ Disappointment as Magical Transformation of 
Reality

Ex-resisters’ disappointment as an intentional act of consciousness corresponds to a 
sense that reality has betrayed their hopes for a better future. It does not just evaluate 
particular events – such as the lack of a revolutionary transformation of society, contin-
ued social and economic inequality, gradual narrowing of opportunities for political par-
ticipation or the corruption among the new leaders – as disappointing. It also reflects a 
lived reality of enduring something ‘other’ than what they had hoped, disrupting their 
habitual ways of being in the world and reframing their sense of worldly possibility.77 
Writing with reference to South Africa, Worby and Ally have aptly described this lived 
reality of disappointment as an experience of spatial and temporal dislocation or ‘dis-
juncture’ – the sense that things ‘are not occurring at their appointed times’ and ‘are not 
in their appointed places’.78

This experiential understanding accounts for disappointment as a collective experi-
ence, shared among (different groups of) ex-resisters whose hopes for liberation have 
been betrayed. Even though Sartre does not explicitly delve into the collective dimension 
of emotions, his understanding of emotions as ways of relating to the world underlines 
how disappointment necessarily involves a way of inhabiting the world ‘with’ others and 
works to align individuals with collectives.79 As a shared emotional experience, namely, 
disappointment can importantly shape collectives’ political realities, forming collective 
ways of viewing and acting in the world.80

Accounting for disappointment as a collective experience is important, because, as 
Strauss writes, disappointment in the wake of the incomplete transition in South Africa 
has assumed the form of a collective comportment towards the world that can drive not 
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only individual but also collective political action.81 Thus, when discussing disappoint-
ment’s magic with reference to selected novel and the experiences of ex-resisters in 
South Africa, I address the political effects of disappointment as both an individual and 
collective way of relating to the world. However, given that ex-resisters will be differ-
ently positioned in relation to the disappointing political reality, I refrain from assuming 
that a shared experience of disappointment will necessarily lead to a collective response 
or that all ex-resisters will respond to it in the same way.82

Further, I acknowledge the fact that political subjects in transitional and posttransitional 
societies can, and most often do, hold multiple emotions simultaneously. I therefore 
approach ex-resisters’ disappointment as an emotion that can lead to or be experienced in 
conjunction with other emotions – such as anger, resentment, nostalgia, despair, guilt, 
hopelessness or renewed hope – to generate different kinds of political responses.

How does the ex-resisters’ disappointment magically transform reality? As an experi-
ence of disjuncture, disappointment disrupts the ex-resisters’ investment in grand narra-
tives of the pasts’ heroic overcoming. In the case of ex-resisters in South Africa, their 
disappointment carries an embodied awareness of the ‘stalled’ narrative of revolutionary 
transformation.83 This means that their present is no longer an end-point or a step for-
ward in a teleological progression from past oppression to future freedom.84 In the disap-
pointed present, past violence continues to hold its grip over the future, and the uncertain 
future emits the air of ‘immobility’, ‘pain’ and ‘ruin’.85 Disappointment’s magic thus lies 
in breaking the illusion of sovereign agency. It embodies the awareness that linear visions 
of heroic overcoming are ill-suited to address the complex reality of posttransitional 
politics. They not only are bound to fail to take sufficient account of the resilient dynam-
ics of systemic violence but risk reproducing them. Moreover, disappointment brings 
ex-resisters face to face with the limits of freedom within oppressive structures, encour-
aging them to recognise the experiences of complexity and failure as inherent aspects of 
political action.

As an experience of disjuncture, then, disappointment resituates ex-resisters in the 
gap between past and future, driving them to re-examine their resistance ideals in light 
of the complexities of posttransitional politics and renegotiate viable courses of action 
without the guidance of grand narratives of liberation and transition.86 As I explore in 
my analysis of Gordimer’s novel and the South African ex-resisters’ experiences of 
disappointment below, the ex-resisters’ response to disappointment will depend on 
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how they will negotiate the gap between the ideals of the liberation struggle and the 
disappointing present.

Disappointment and the Complexities of Political 
Engagement Among Ex-resisters in South Africa

Nadine Gordimer was a white South African, who was active in the anti-apartheid move-
ment as a member of the ANC and herself experienced the deep disappointment of the 
post-apartheid era. She described the experience with the metaphor of ‘the morning 
after’:

The [Berlin] wall came down, everyone was pouring across and hugging each other [.  .  .]. We 
had the same reaction when the apartheid walls came down. Then comes the morning after. 
Then comes the hangover.87

While she has devoted most of her writing to the fight against apartheid, her novel No 
Time Like the Present constitutes her most significant attempt to reckon with the post-
apartheid disappointment, and how it affects the ex-resisters’ political engagement in the 
aftermath of transition.

The characters’ disappointment over the betrayed promise of liberation corresponds 
to a sense of profound disjuncture, rupturing their established patterns of relating to the 
world. It situates them within the disappointing realities of posttransitional politics that 
elude the clear black and white judgements of the Struggle period and that can no longer 
be understood within pre-given models of liberation and transition.88 This sense of dislo-
cation is embodied in the title of the book which on the one hand gestures towards the 
pressing need to continue the struggle against the persistence of past violence, and on the 
other hand captures the growing confusion about the flawed character of political engage-
ment in the present. The resulting disorientation is conveyed not only through the content 
of the novel, but also through its formal style. The narrative does not indicate clearly who 
is speaking and whether a sentence is spoken out or merely thought. The sentences are 
connected by hyphens, giving the text an air of disjointedness and incompleteness. The 
novel’s ‘stylistic “irascability”’, as Dimitriu writes, takes us on the ‘protagonists’ journey 
of disillusionment’.89

The discussion below analyses the novel within Sartre’s framework. I first trace the 
novel’s insights into disappointment’s magic, illuminating how disappointment can 
occasion or coexist with other emotions and lead to various ways of escaping the 
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disappointing political reality or to a discovery of previously unseen possibilities for 
confronting it. These range from a sense of hopelessness, despair or helpless anger given 
the overwhelming conditions of systemic oppression to a resigned, angry or resentful 
acceptance of violence as the only means of progressive change; from a nostalgic 
embrace of the past certainty of the resistance struggle to a renewed hope and commit-
ment to fighting injustice that confronts the complexities of political action in a new 
democracy. I then tease out how these insights mirror the experiences of disappointment 
among ex-resisters in South Africa and how these experiences have translated into a 
variety of political responses. The aim is to develop the debates in peacebuilding and 
transitional justice scholarship by showing both how disappointment can become a pow-
erful source of resistance against the persistence of injustice and how we can tackle its 
less politically productive expressions.

Disappointment’s Magic in No Time Like the Present

The story follows Javu and Steve, former resistance fighters and a racially mixed couple, 
whose faith in the new freedom and democracy is quickly overshadowed by a profound 
disappointment over what they perceive to be the betrayal of the liberation struggle. 
Their disappointment stems from a recognition that ‘what had been believed, fought for 
hasn’t begun to be followed [.  .  .] and right now, every day degenerates’.90 It is experi-
enced as a disjuncture between the ideals of the resistance struggle and the deepening 
inequality and corruption, the rising levels of racial tensions, crime and xenophobia, the 
pervasive culture of impunity, the government’s inadequate response to AIDS and gen-
der violence engulfing the country. As such, it shatters their ideals of liberation and 
transition, and leads them to different ways of dealing with the complexity of political 
action in the new democracy.

After the transition, both remain politically engaged, continuing the struggle for free-
dom and justice in their everyday lives. Javu is working at the Justice Centre providing 
legal support to victims of injustice who could otherwise not afford legal representation. 
Steve assumes the post of a university professor, campaigning the government to address 
the huge inequalities of opportunity that frustrate the promise of free and equal education 
for all. Nevertheless, they are haunted by a sense of inadequacy, struggling to fit into the 
changing character of the struggle for justice in the new democracy. They share this sense 
of disjuncture with the broader group of ex-resistance fighters, who discuss their disap-
pointments with each other and express it through collective outbursts of anger over the 
failures of the new government. Yet they do not know how to translate their disappointment 
and anger into an effective political response and doubt whether they are in a position to do 
anything at all.91 They feel helpless because of the lack of avenues for action outside of the 
government institutions: they have sacrificed so much, yet ‘have no say unless they are city 
councillors or sitting in parliament, in the conduct of the free country’.92
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While there is a shared sense that the promise of the struggle has been betrayed, disap-
pointment leads them down different paths. Steve gets easily discouraged in his activism, 
while Javu encourages him to carry on in the face of obstacles.93 She thinks his tendency 
to quit after the first defeat stems from his privileged upbringing: ‘You only decide it's 
hopeless if you’re used to having everything. If you’ve been white’.94 Indeed, Steve’s 
disappointment congeals in an all-or-nothing attitude. He is overwhelmed by the resilient 
legacies of systemic violence, despairingly proclaiming that nothing changed, while 
sheltering himself from and failing to face up to the piecemeal, complex and uncertain 
nature of political action.

His disappointment coexists with an overpowering sense of guilt. He is haunted by 
the realisation that the transition had endowed them with opportunities that are still not 
available to the broadest masses of the population. He experiences the improvement in 
their material conditions and their advancement among the ranks of the middle class as a 
betrayal of their principles, specifically of the classless society they were fighting for.95 
Similarly, during the student protests against tuition fees, he finds himself trapped in a 
contradiction, torn between his unease in the face of the destruction of university prop-
erty, and his support for the students’ legitimate rebellion against the lingering injustice 
in the higher education system.96 His efforts to critically assess the student protests, and 
specifically the use of violence, end with a futile reflection on his privileged positional-
ity: ‘Who the hell do you think you are’.97 Considering his own failure to organise a 
campaign on behalf of the underfunded educational sector, he resignedly asks: ‘What 
choice is there for them?’98 His disappointed retreat into despair, hopelessness and guilt, 
however, is not a mere escape from the responsibility of political action in the present. 
His disappointment also incites him to reckon anew with his situatedness, specifically 
with the stickiness of privilege that his whiteness accorded him under apartheid and that 
he tried to shed through his involvement with the anti-apartheid struggle.

Javu’s disappointment, in turn, leads her to recognise that the promise of freedom and 
justice was never supposed to be easy, and to embrace the flawed nature of political 
engagement in the aftermath of transition.99 While she is aware of the remaining chal-
lenges, she also points to areas where progress has been made – for example, in legalising 
interracial marriages or offering opportunities for Black economic empowerment – and 
draws the strength to maintain hope and persist in the struggle from these achievements. 
Her resilience comes from her being used to everyday struggles against the injustices of 
apartheid: ‘If you’re used to rejection, you just go on for what you need, working at it’.100

Nevertheless, her disappointment with the growing corruption in the new government 
– which she experiences as ‘the betrayal of blacks by themselves’ – is profoundly disori-
enting’.101 Like other ex-comrades, she is outraged to see former resistance fighters, 
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most notably Jacob Zuma,102 squandering public money for ‘palaces’ and ‘Mercedes’ 
cars.103 But in the end, Javu is the only one who votes for a splinter party, the Congress 
of the People or COPE, even though she does not necessarily share its (neo-)liberal 
vision.104 Others vote for the ANC and, when Zuma’s (and ANC’s) victory is declared, 
they assuage their doubts over Zuma’s moral credentials by celebrating the fact that ‘the 
party of liberation, Mandela’s, Tambo’s and Sisulu’s – is still in change’.105 Rather than 
organising opposition against clear antidemocratic tendencies, their sense of disappoint-
ment translates into a longing for the past ‘clarity of cadres’ in the anti-apartheid strug-
gle, when ‘you were for or against’, without ambivalence.106 Their continued investment 
in the ideals of resistance solidarity makes voting for a party other than the ANC seem 
like a betrayal.107

Eventually, Steve’s disappointment leads him to start planning their move to Australia, 
thus attempting to flee the terrifying realities of the South African present altogether.108 
Yet Steve also ironically reflects on the lingering racism as well as the deeply flawed 
reconciliation efforts in Australia, questioning whether it is ever possible to extricate 
oneself completely from injustice and avoid disappointment. Moreover, fleeing the dis-
appointing present by moving to another country is represented as the most explicit 
expression of privilege, a route that is not available to the great majority of the 
population.109

On the very last page of the novel, however, Steve has a change of heart: ‘I’m not 
going’.110 The change happens during one of his comrades’ tirades about how the vener-
able principle of ubuntu has come to signify growing corruption and inequality and how 
lucky he, Steve, can be to be ‘out of it’.111 It is as if the very disjuncture between the 
promise of the resistance struggle and the disappointing political reality has inspired him 
to persist in the struggle for a new democracy – convinced him that he does not want to 
be out of it and apart from others. As Steve wonders at a different moment: if they had 
managed to defeat apartheid, is it ‘not possible, real, that the same will must be found 
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[.  .  .] to take up and get on with the job, freedom. Some must have the – crazy – faith to 
struggle on’.112

Disappointment and the ‘Struggle Nostalgia’

The disappointment of Steve – and of the broader group of ex-resisters – mirrors an 
exercise in ‘struggle nostalgia’, a magical retreat into an idealised picture of the resisters’ 
heroism, solidarity and self-sacrifice, as consolation for the betrayed promise of freedom 
in the present.113 In this vision of struggle nostalgia, an idealistic image of resistance 
glosses over the grey zones, tragic complicities and painful betrayals that characterised 
the fight against apartheid – an idealised backdrop against which the present will appear 
to be irredeemably deficient, a failure.114 Such nostalgic longing is prone to remain 
caught in an impulse to bemoan the incommensurability between the resistance ideals 
and present realities. Thus, it may rouse the sense of being struck ‘out of time’, failing to 
respond to the changed political circumstances and refusing to face the threatening lega-
cies of past violence.115 It is easier to proclaim things to be hopeless than maintain hope 
in the face of disillusion and take the difficult path of fighting against injustice that will 
necessarily be incomplete.

The ex-resisters’ disappointed retreat into the idealised vision of the struggle is an 
important factor explaining the difficulties of demilitarisation in South Africa posttransi-
tion. In-depth interviews with ex-resisters who participated in the ANC’s armed struggle 
reveal that they have stuck to their militarised identities – including their loyalty to the 
group and the ideological commitment to the struggle – as a source of stability in the dis-
appointing present.116 Much like in the case of Steve’s disappointment, they have recorded 
feeling ‘stuck’ in the gap between their commitment to the resistance ideals and the prom-
ise of a new South Africa, and their inability to respond meaningfully to the changed 
political landscape.117 Facing ‘disempowering bureaucracies’ and an organisation that 
remains unresponsive to their grievances, they felt ‘demoralised’ and helpless, and have 
been unwilling to participate in the integration and demobilisation programmes.118

This desire to hold on to the heroic vision of the struggle also helps explain why the 
electoral support for the ANC has generally remained strong.119 As Wale writes, ex-
resisters tend to maintain a sense of loyalty towards the ANC despite feeling betrayed by 
it or make a clear distinction between the party as a whole and a handful of corrupt politi-
cians within the party.120
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However, the disappointed desire to hold on to past ideals of the struggle cannot just be 
seen as a threat to the establishment of stability and peace. A magical retreat into a nostal-
gic vision of the world does not simply constitute a self-deceptive flight from the com-
plexities of political action but can play an important political role in exposing the tragic 
remainders of transitional politics. As Maringira notes, it contributes to ‘the politicisation 
of inequality’.121 As we can observe in the case of Steve, his disappointment allows him 
to pose a critical mirror to the compromising politics of the present, specifically the 
attempts to rectify the injustice of apartheid through the policy of Black economic empow-
erment.122 The magic of his disappointment lies in drawing attention to the discrepancy 
between this policy and the goals of equality and justice that the resisters fought for and 
showing how the government’s attempts to address past injustice reproduces the privi-
leges of the apartheid era.

The magic of Steve’s disappointment echoes how the ex-resisters’ continued com-
mitment to the resistance ideals has translated into powerful critiques of the ANC’s 
politics. In 2016, mainly in response to the scandals plaguing Zuma’s presidency, 
100 stalwarts of the anti-apartheid struggle issued a public statement, expressing 
their profound disappointment with the ANC’s corrupt leadership and called for a 
return to the core values ‘that have been the hallmark of the ANC for over one hun-
dred years’.123 The ANC stalwarts accused the ANC leadership of widespread cor-
ruption, of eroding democratic institutions and procedures, and of pursing a politics 
of personal economic enrichment, which has betrayed the majority of the South 
African people. The statement appeals to the structures of the ANC to ‘allow Veterans 
of the organisation who have a track record of [.  .  .] defending the tested culture, 
values and traditions of the organisation’ to lead the process of developing ‘a turn-
around strategy’ for the ANC, including a ‘bottom-up’ approach that would allow its 
most marginalised members to voice their concerns and participate in the shaping of 
South Africa’s future.124

The ex-resisters’ disappointed desire to hold on to the betrayed ideals of the struggle 
then may not by itself provide clear answers about how to respond to the changed and 
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compromised present. Nevertheless, as the ANC stalwarts’ statement shows, it can 
expose ‘a gap between an ideal and an experience that demands action’,125 mobilising the 
awareness that change is necessary.

Disappointment and the Compromises of Political Engagement

Ex-resisters’ disappointment can also challenge idealised visions of the resistance strug-
gle and instead lead to a recognition of the complexities, uncertainties and compromises 
of oppositional political action. In the face of disappointment, Javu reclaims her experi-
ences of the long and tortuous struggle against apartheid and draws her hope and resil-
ience to continue the fight in the present from these memories. Her resilient hopefulness 
lacks the confidence of narratives of heroic overcoming. Indeed, here, disappointment’s 
magic lies in conclusively breaking with the narcissist illusions of human sovereignty 
and infallibility, which underpin linear narratives of liberation and transition as one of 
redemptive closure.126 Instead, it entails an apt recognition of the difficulties of strug-
gling against the overwhelming legacies of past violence – which cannot simply be 
braved by applying past certainties of the anti-apartheid struggle. From this perspective, 
a disenchanted withdrawal from the uncertainty of politics represents the other side of 
naive optimism, as it likewise stems from an unwillingness to make oneself vulnerable 
to experiences of disappointment and failure. What is required is an effort to creatively 
confront the complexities of posttransitional politics and seek alternative spaces for con-
tinuing the unfinished struggle against injustice.

In South Africa, this disappointed transformation of the ex-resisters’ way of relating 
to the world has sometimes included an abandonment of their past ‘violent’ identities, 
leading them to embrace the future of peace or even to act as ‘peace ambassadors’ within 
their communities.127 One former member of the armed resistance, Bongikosi, describes 
how a peace-building course helped him undertake a ‘journey of embracing peace’ and 
how he is trying to inspire the young people in his community to resolve conflicts with-
out violence.128

But the recognition of the uncertainties of transitional politics also cannot be reduced 
to a binary logic that pits peace versus violence. In Javu’s case, disappointment’s magic 
encompasses a broader understanding of how the confrontation with the residues of sys-
temic violence requires an acceptance of compromise as an inevitable part of politics. 
Javu is well aware that the politics of Black economic empowerment has not challenged 
systemic inequality and provided material betterment only for the select few. Rather than 
trying to flee this privilege, however, she uses it to further the fight against oppression 
and help victims of injustice. She also refuses to support the party of the liberation, not 
because she would prefer the vision of an oppositional party, but to keep democracy alive 
and contribute to the conditions for a ‘better’ party to emerge in the future.
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The magic of Javu’s disappointment reflects Pregs Govender’s unique response to her 
disappointment over the unfulfilled promise of the resistance struggle. A prominent anti-
apartheid activist, Govender was elected to parliament as a member of the ANC after the 
transition. Her disappointment followed from observing how quickly the liberators came 
to reproduce the unjust practices of the past. Yet, in response, Govender did not retreat 
into an idealised picture of the struggle or a guilt-ridden reflection on her privileged posi-
tion. Rather than despairing over the compromising politics of the present, she con-
fronted head on the complexities of oppositional action in a new democracy and fought 
to carve out new spaces for challenging the overwhelming legacies of past violence.

Govender led the Women’s National Coalition campaign to include women’s con-
cerns in the new constitution of South Africa. Starting from the recognition of a deeply 
patriarchal character of the South African society, this campaign empowered women to 
give voice to their experiences of oppression and participate in decision-making about 
the shape of the future political community.129 Moreover, Govender criticised the intro-
duction of an increasingly neoliberal economic paradigm, which failed to address the 
socio-economic inequality inherited from the apartheid era.130 She was also the only 
ANC member of parliament (MP) to vote against the arms deal, the 1999 Strategic 
Defence Package that has been plagued by repeated allegations of corruption. She was 
accused by her comrades of betraying ‘our organisation’, but she insisted that it was the 
organisation that neglected the pressing socio-economic concerns ‘of the majority of 
people who had voted us into power’ and betrayed the people’s trust in the new govern-
ment.131 Ultimately, Govender’s disappointments over the parliament’s limited powers to 
influence the course of events led her to resign from her post as MP, but she continued 
fighting against injustice through writing and direct political activism.

Mirroring the literary case of Javu, Govender’s story shows how the ex-resisters’ 
disappointment can translate into a kind of resilient hope – one that is not discouraged by 
the inability to transcend past violence but draws its strength from an awareness of the 
difficulty of political action within conditions of systemic violence.132

Disappointment and Violent Protest

Finally, the ex-resisters’ experiences of disappointment disclose the lack of spaces for 
political action, where their disappointment could be voiced and mobilised into collec-
tive struggles against injustice. We have seen how ex-resisters’ disappointment can lead 
them to collective outbursts of anger and/or to a nostalgic longing for the narratives of 
simplified antagonisms, heroic suffering and ultimate victory that characterised their just 
fight against apartheid. In both of these iterations, disappointment can pose a critical mir-
ror to the compromising politics of the present. Yet the novel also shows how such 
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disappointed and angry appeals to the just anti-apartheid struggle coupled with a lack of 
spaces for political action can affirm violence as the only means of progressive change.

We can observe this difficulty in the contemporary reappraisal of resistance fighters, 
such as the controversial figure of Winnie Madikizela-Mandela, whose disappointment 
challenged the hypocrisies of the negotiated transition and pushed for a more radical 
redistribution of economic and political power. This reappraisal is evident in both aca-
demic discourse and practical politics. Sisonke Msimang, a prominent South African 
political analyst relates how, during and after the transition, Madikizela-Mandela was 
seen as a fallen hero of the struggle, ostracised for her adoption of violent tactics and her 
refusal to adopt the discourse of forgiveness propounded by the TRC.133 The younger 
generation of South Africans, however, understand themselves as inheritors of her disap-
pointment, anger and resentment over the politics of reconciliation that ‘had disallowed 
retribution against whites’ and that left the majority of South Africans ‘trapped in cycles 
of poverty and continuing racism’.134

The disappointed and angry return to Madikizela-Mandela as a symbol of the justified 
struggle against the legacies of past violence is evident in the discourse of the Economic 
Freedom Fighters (EFF). The EFF are a radical left party formed in 2013 by the former 
ANC member Julius Malema. Malema often refers to the EFF as the ‘daughters and sons’ 
of ‘Mama Winnie’ and protectors of her ‘defiant spirit’.135 He draws on her heroic, 
uncompromising stance against apartheid to justify their fight for ‘expropriation of land 
without compensation’ and for ‘economic freedom in our lifetime’, while also calling 
upon her spirit to tell them how to deal with those who betrayed her legacy and the strug-
gle against apartheid.136 The EFF’s appeal to continue the struggle against the apartheid 
injustice therefore has troubling undertones, and they have often been accused of incite-
ment to violence, anti-White and anti-Indian racism and intimidation of journalists.137

Further, a study on insurgent citizenship in South Africa found that protest move-
ments tend to evoke the just anti-apartheid struggle lineage and evince ‘a mental model 
where violence is the only language that is heard’.138 Indeed, the contemporary inherit-
ance of ex-resisters’ disappointment, anger and resentment among the younger genera-
tion coupled with a thwarted desire for action helps explain the growing tendency among 
protesters in South Africa – from outbreaks of xenophobic violence to protests against 
poor service delivery, corruption and neoliberal reforms of the educational sector – to 
resort to violence to articulate their grievances.139

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ddZdiIYqOAg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ddZdiIYqOAg
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Economic-Freedom-Fighters
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Economic-Freedom-Fighters
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Yet, here too, the novel refuses to reduce such instances of violent protest to a politi-
cally unproductive expression of disappointment. Rather, it discloses how they stem 
from the inability to find alternative means of expressing their disappointment over the 
liberation’s betrayed promise. Akin to his attentiveness to the structural causes of student 
protests, for instance, Steve repeatedly warns against simplified explanations of violence 
against refugees from other parts of Africa in terms of xenophobia. As he states: ‘Isn’t it 
taking the way out, a denial, the country usefully finding diagnosis that doesn’t admit the 
facts [.  .  .] everyone’s been letting themselves off the hook with the distancing of a 
catch-all term’.140 The true cause of violent attacks, for Steve, is that ‘those with noth-
ing’, ‘are desperately defending the means, scraps of subsistence, their own survival’.141 
Moreover, the novel highlights how violent expressions of disappointment are likely to 
reproduce the practices of systemic violence, ultimately contributing to ‘an authoritarian, 
chauvinist social order presiding over the continuous brutality of the market’.142

National programmes of demilitarisation and reintegration of ex-combatants that pay 
too little attention to the varied effects of disappointment, thus, will likely not suffice to 
upturn oppressive patterns of interaction. As Maringira notes: ‘What does it mean to take 
away guns from the combatants and return them to the same inequality which motivated 
them to join the struggle?’143 But neither can the appropriate response to disappointment 
be reduced to ‘demilitarising the combatant mind’, tracing how ‘the past continues to 
haunt their subjective minds’ and changing the social expectations on the individual and 
the community level.144

What is needed in addition is to carve out alternative spaces for political action against 
the remainders of past injustice that do not simply replicate the anti-apartheid struggle, 
and this is where disappointment can play the most productive, if previously unacknowl-
edged, role. Given significant constraints upon concerted political action within condi-
tions of systemic violence, certainly, it cannot be guaranteed that disappointment will 
translate into a force for positive social and political change.145 However – as evident in 
the literary case of Javu and the real-world case of Govender – the ex-resisters’ disap-
pointment can inspire a creative confrontation with the complexities of political engage-
ment posttransition and lead to alternative ways of acting against the oppressive residues 
of the past.

Conclusion

The paper shed light on the political significance of ex-resisters’ disappointment in the 
aftermath of the incomplete transition. It has drawn on Sartre’s existential account of the 
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emotions’ magic to delve into the lived reality of disappointment and explore how it 
affects the ex-resisters’ capacity for political action against the remainders of past vio-
lence. Thus, it has sought to contribute to the rich debates in the transitional justice and 
peacebuilding literature, which have mainly approached disappointment as a threat to the 
creation of sustainable peace. My inquiry into disappointment’s magic revealed disap-
pointment as a potentially powerful source of resistance against the persistence of injus-
tice, while also helping us understand and tackle the significant constraints upon political 
engagement in conditions of systemic violence. Understanding the ways in which disap-
pointment can both inspire and obstruct individual and collective political action in the 
wake of violence, I argued, can help us leverage it in ways that are politically creative, 
rather than politically destructive.

In highlighting the varied political effects of disappointment, the paper points to the 
complex temporal dynamic of transitional processes and emphasises the need to provide 
spaces for citizens’ political engagement and ongoing resistance against the lingering 
legacies of violence – alongside institutional responses to past wrongs. This focus speaks 
to critical approaches within the transitional justice literature that challenge liberal, state-
based visions of transcending past violence and expose how the resilient structures of 
systemic oppression continue to affect the present.146 In this context, an exploration of 
disappointment’s magic is important in showing not only how disappointment can inspire 
continued struggles for justice, but also how the legacies of past conflict might derail such 
struggles, complicating any too easy assumption of freedom in the wake of violence.

The existential exploration of disappointment’s magic participates in the ‘aesthetic 
turn’ in IR, which has focused on the role of emotions, meaning, visual perception and 
aesthetic representation.147 The aesthetic turn furthers ‘a form of resistance’ to mainstream 
IR, moving beyond the focus on states, war and the politics of power and towards an 
agential, pluralist and interdisciplinary approach to global politics – significantly expand-
ing our sense of what constitutes IR.148 Drawing on the potentials of existentialism to 
understand the political effects of emotions can importantly contribute to this endeavour. 
This is because it provides a unique insight into the complexities of political action in the 
unpredictable world of global politics, as well as how it might be possible to confront 
these complexities in politically productive ways. As such, the existential approach to 
emotions is especially apt for understanding how emotions can enhance or impede the 
intricate processes of responding to legacies of systemic violence. But it also importantly 
speaks to the ways in which emotions shape individual and collective involvement in 
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activism and social movements more generally. Here the existential insights into emo-
tions’ magic can kindle the human potentials for facing up to the weight of oppression and 
assuming the complex, uncertain and fallible character of resistant action.
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