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 In short we were good friends, as he put it, who basically 
respected, trusted and liked each other. A telling indication 
of this is that Roberts called me down to a waterside restau-
rant at the V&A Waterfront in February 2006 to show me a 
letter that he’d just received from Mbeki concerning his 
book project (the letter’s no secret anymore; Roberts quotes 
from it in his book). I read the letter twice: quickly as we sat 
together, and again alone slowly and carefully while Roberts 
was away taking a leak, having handed it to me before leav-
ing. I was obviously particularly interested in what Mbeki 
had to say about AIDS, and I was thrilled by his perspicacity 
and typically astringent expression. I made some notes on 
my cellphone and transferred them to my notebook when I 
got home.  
 A few weeks after reading my work (and long before 
Mbeki’s letter), Roberts called me over to a café to show me 
the draft of his AIDS chapter on his notebook. I was 
pleased to see huge chunks of ‘Just say yes, Mr President’ 
quoted (duly credited) with approval. But I was less happy to 
find it looting the best of the quotations I’d carefully col-
lected over the years; appropriating without credit an original 
thesis of mine about the political exploitation of AIDS as 
ideology by gay men; and, content aside, even aping my fin-
gerprint prose style in tone and technique (one-liners, ven-
triloquism, talk-back) so closely that I ventured it might ex-
pose him to a charge of plagiarism later on (I used the 
word). ‘That’s how I write, not you,’ I said, pointing out in-
stances of this in the text. Roberts agreed without demur, 
and made the cuts I suggested right away, explaining, ‘I can’t 
help it; your writing’s infectious.’  
 The draft of the AIDS chapter that Roberts showed me 
didn’t touch sides with any of the substantial and fundamen-
tal issues concerning the American orthodox African-
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yers call a SLAPP case (Strategic Litigation to Prevent Public 
Participation), illegal in many states, the Treatment Action 
Campaign is currently trying to shut me down and shut me 
up6 in the Cape High Court. As Roberts tried to do in his 
book.) 
 My critique goes to the quality of Roberts’s scholarship in 
his AIDS chapters. I will not address the rest of his book, 
save to say that in quoting Mbeki and other great revolution-
ary intellectuals speaking to the other topics he canvasses, 
Roberts has many very important things to say. And I hope 
that this strike doesn’t result in too much collateral damage, 
because Roberts and I agree about much, and as we lawyers 
say, the good part of the book is severable from the bad. 

‘President Mbeki gave me the cooperation without which 
this book would have carried little intellectual authority,’ 
Roberts writes, and we see his game pronto; he’s straining 
after Mbeki’s ‘intellectual authority’ in the form of his im-
primatur. But before you’re deceived into thinking Fit to Gov-
ern is an authorized work, which it isn’t, Roberts himself dis-
abuses you of this misapprehension that he’s just created, by 
watering it right down: ‘In the end, however, these are my 
thoughts, informed by the President’s suggestions and reac-
tions’; ‘The views in this book are mine alone’; and ‘The 
views expressed in this book remain solely that [sic] of the 
author.’ That, we’ll see, they certainly are. 
 The ‘President’s suggestions and reactions’ that ‘informed’ 
Roberts’s ‘thoughts’ and ‘views’ were conveyed in the just-
mentioned letter to him, which I was fortunate to read in the 
second week of February 2006 in the circumstances recited 
below. In his letter Mbeki commented on an early draft of 
Roberts’s book manuscript, and talked about a variety of 
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topics relevant to the book project – including AIDS, the 
subject of my own specific political interest.  
 Mbeki did not vet the final book manuscript. As Roberts 
records, Mbeki provided ‘his considered and thought-
provoking comments as my early notes took shape for this 
book’, not the finished product. I’ve read both those ‘early 
notes’ on AIDS (or a similar antique) as well as Mbeki’s 
comments on them, and I record that nothing in the latter 
supports Roberts on any matter of contention raised in this 
book. 
 Roberts repeatedly exclaimed to me with justifiable delight 
that Mbeki’s letter had given him a conceptual backbone for 
his writing, and I agreed; indeed it had. I also found the let-
ter a thrilling read. Unfortunately for Roberts, however, 
Mbeki’s statements about AIDS, later quoted in the book, 
were both few and elliptical. If you were listening, they were 
highly suggestive, but as evinced by his book, Roberts was 
deaf to them. 
 There’s a pointer to why Mbeki wrote in the guarded way 
he did in ANC Today on 28 January 2005: 

In the course of the HIV and AIDS debate, a demand 
was made that President Mbeki should subtract himself 
from the debate, partly on the grounds that he was 
making comments about issues of medical science on 
which he was not scientifically qualified to comment. 
He responded positively to this demand a few years 
ago. Since then, he has not commented on this subject, 
except to explain and support the government’s com-
prehensive programme of action against HIV and 
AIDS.  
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 After the letter, that was it. Roberts was on his own, writ-
ing his own ‘thoughts’ and ‘views’ of what Mbeki thinks 
about AIDS. There was no interview during which Mbeki 
told Roberts anything more.  
 This occasioned him some difficulty. Although he 
presumed to write a book that ‘casts fresh light on Mbeki’s 
logic’, as if ‘Mbeki’s logic’ had hitherto been inscrutable to 
logical people, or formerly misunderstood because Mbeki 
can’t speak clearly and needs a splendidly educated foreigner 
to help him get his message across, in fact Mbeki is an 
electrifying communicator, capable of the most withering, 
cutting directness or remote but super-charged circum-
locution, as needs be. Roberts unconsciously registered his 
own perplexity over this sometimes: 

Even when he writes in English, Mbeki’s utterances get 
caught up within a clash of cultural, historical, and 
political preconceptions between speaker and audience 
that all too often result in mistranslation. I want to 
undo some of that confusion. 

 It’s to be regretted that as a relative newcomer to our 
shores, barely acquainted with the ‘cultural’ and ‘historical’ 
landscape over which Mbeki has journeyed, in his own 
‘mistranslation’ of ‘Mbeki’s utterances’ on AIDS Roberts has 
caused immeasurably more ‘confusion’ than he wished to 
‘undo’ for the President in the minds of the ‘audience’ he 
has in mind.  
 The ‘audience’ to which Roberts is referring is obviously 
not African, for there can be no clash of ‘cultural, historical, 
and political preconceptions’ between Mbeki and such an 
African ‘audience’, and therefore no possible ‘confusion’ for 
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Roberts from overseas to help clear up with the benefit of 
his Harvard and Oxford erudition.  
 By ‘audience’ he doesn’t seem to be referring to the South 
African white English liberal establishment either, because in 
his book he’s knocking it on the head, not wooing it; nor is 
there anything in his book to suggest that Roberts is seeking 
to explain Mbeki to Afrikaners, to coloureds or to Indians.  
 The ‘audience’ to which Roberts is referring is the Ameri-
can East Coast liberal establishment, his intellectual kith and 
kin. And they’re all big into AIDS. It’s for American liberals 
Roberts writes, and it’s to American liberals he wants to sell 
his book. To do this, however, one thing’s certain: he cannot 
present Mbeki as having rejected the progressive American 
liberal solution to the health problems of the African poor in 
South Africa, namely with American ARV drugs and lessons 
in Judeo-Christian chastity and monogamy. He needs to sell 
Mbeki in terms acceptable to the New York literati of the 
sort he quotes repeatedly and whom he openly courts in his 
book. 
 As far as I’m aware, nearly every single thing Mbeki writes 
is in English, and I must reassure Roberts that even though 
I’m a white English-speaking person, I experience no com-
prehension difficulties ‘even when he writes in English’. I’ve 
never thought to ask any of my African friends about this, 
but I don’t think they have any trouble understanding Mbeki 
‘even when he writes in English’, because ‘even when he 
writes in English’ Mbeki’s English has the richness, depth 
and art of his mother tongue Xhosa (I majored in and speak 
similar Zulu). As we’ll see from the analysis to follow, how-
ever, I think Roberts has provided here a good account of 
the reasons for his own serious misunderstanding. 
 Although it’s alleged on the back cover of the book that 
Roberts ‘had unprecedented access to the President himself’, 
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for which reason ‘Roberts is uniquely placed to write with 
authority about the President’ and ‘the intellectual traditions 
that inform the President’s actions’, on AIDS none of this is 
true. Allister Sparks, for instance, quizzed Mbeki on AIDS 
for Beyond the Miracle: Inside the New South Africa 
(Johannesburg: Jonathan Ball Publishers, 2003):  

Mbeki himself confirmed that the first person to draw 
his attention to [dissident criticism of AIDS causation 
and treatment orthodoxy] was a lawyer and part-time 
jazz musician named Anthony Brink, then practising in 
the provincial city of Pietermaritzburg. … ‘That was 
the first time that I became aware of this alternative 
viewpoint,’ Mbeki told me. 

And Mbeki biographer Mark Gevisser records in The Dream 
Deferred (Johannesburg: Jonathan Ball, 2007), excerpted in 
the Sunday Times on 4 November, that in  

August 2000 … in a downstairs reception room of 
Mahlamba Ndlopfu, his official residence in Pretoria … 
we talked, for over two hours, about Aids. I was im-
pressed at his grasp of detail: his recall of information is 
almost as astonishing as his stamina.  

 Not Roberts. On AIDS Roberts did not have ‘unprece-
dented access to the President himself’, and the claim that 
‘Roberts is uniquely placed to write with authority about the 
President’ and ‘the intellectual traditions that inform the 
President’s actions’ on AIDS, are as true as if you buy and 
smoke these cigarettes women will think you irresistibly vir-
ile. 
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 Consequently the book that Roberts later produced was 
his ‘alone’, and it was unfair and insupportable to charge 
‘Stalinis[t] … airbrush[ing]’, as Nickie Nattrass screeched 
smiling cutely in the Mail&Guardian on 20 July7, as if Mbeki 
was complicit in Roberts’s falsification of the history of his 
intellectual and political engagement with AIDS, and in 
Roberts’s defamation of me and of others.  

Going by what many commentators reckon8, Mbeki’s views 
on AIDS have been the single most puzzling feature of his 
Presidency. That the newspaper-reading public generally also 
thinks so is suggested by the fact that it was from Roberts’s 
first AIDS chapter that the Sunday Independent published an 
excerpt on 17 June, the first excerpt published in any of the 
papers.  
 But if you bought Roberts’s book on the strength of his 
back cover puff that he ‘casts fresh light on Mbeki’s logic’ 
and ‘elaborates on [Mbeki’s] central ideas’ in regard to the 
one of the most ‘difficult issues (… HIV/AIDS …) that 
have faced President Thabo Mbeki’, expecting some elucida-
tion on this score, you’d be entitled to demand your money 
back, because these representations are a crooked car sales-
man’s, a false inducement to buy. As I’ll detail in this book, 
they are quite false.  
 Roberts’s writing on AIDS, on the other hand, ‘casts fresh 
light on’ Roberts’s own ‘logic’ and on the way he plagiarises 
and generally abuses his sources, and it revealingly ‘elabo-
rates on’ his own imported American ideas in regard to one 
of the ‘difficult issues (… HIV/AIDS …) that have faced’ 
him since his arrival in South Africa in 1994 to seek his for-
tune.  
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 On the subject of AIDS, while purporting to portray 
Mbeki’s thinking in his book, Roberts has produced a pho-
tographic self-portrait of his own. 

If Roberts’s AIDS chapters were a minor part of the book, 
and unlikely to have any bearing on public opinion and 
AIDS policy formulation, I wouldn’t have bothered with this 
project, and would just have drawn a short note pointing out 
and proving where Roberts lied about me and ripped off my 
work, and called it quits. But Roberts claims to elucidate 
Mbeki’s thinking on AIDS, and what Mbeki thinks about the 
American AIDS construct is tremendously significant, be-
cause African people most vulnerable to the lies of the 
Western medical industrial complex about AIDS and ARVs 
– being literally on the deadly receiving end – respect him 
and listen to him, listen to his every nuance. So I’ve gathered 
from innumerable conversations.  
 By cherry-picking from Mbeki’s many statements about 
AIDS – citing them out of time sequence, and skating over 
those disconfirming his thesis (that Mbeki still subscribes to 
the same American myths about AIDS as he does) – Roberts 
has endeavoured to paint Mbeki’s independent thinking on 
AIDS in the image of his own unexamined convictions 
about how dangerous lovemaking is nowadays, particularly if 
you’re African, and how sensible it is to swallow a handful of 
exceptionally toxic ARV drugs every single day without fail 
until you die on them because a white doctor tells you to 
(being clever because he’s white). 
 It is not my purpose here to get into an argument with 
Roberts about whether Mbeki is still a believer or not. Con-
sequently I will not in this book be systematically marshal-
ling and stacking all the evidence that Mbeki is an AIDS 
apostate, and has been for years, as his hateful, reactionary 
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exercise due, proper and untrammeled professional and 
aesthetic judgment in all matters concerning the Book 
in a manner intended to maximize the independence 
and broad intellectual credibility of the Book. 

Nor did he phone up the newspapers shrieking over Pahad’s 
censorship of his book. Instead, he went back to his manu-
script and without a whimper cravenly hacked out every-
thing he’d written about the Oppenheimers that Pahad said 
he didn’t want.  
 As I mentioned in the preface, Pahad could easily have 
told Roberts to lay off his attempts to discredit my research 
work by attacking me dishonestly in the book manuscript, 
and his censorship of Roberts’s unfriendly references to the 
Oppenheimers confirms it. 
 But to be fair, Roberts seems to have resented Pahad’s 
expurgation of his book manuscript, because after Fit to Gov-
ern was published, and his writing was no longer subject to 
Pahad’s oversight, Roberts had a sudden petulant go at the 
Oppenheimers in his first ThoughtLeader blog entry on 13 
November – like a boy after his last day of school defiantly 
lighting a cigarette outside the school gate in front of his 
masters.  
 Two weeks later, in his glee at having successfully repelled 
the charge that he’d cut a non-existent Oppenheimer chapter 
from his book, Roberts made the mistake of overreaching 
himself. In a post on his blog on 26 November he wrote: 
‘First, I was not “told” by anybody to make any changes to 
my book.’ This lie – laid bare in this chapter – was followed 
by another: ‘Second, the suggestion that Gevisser had much 
more access [to Mbeki] is comical’, i.e. untrue. But Gevisser 
did indeed have ‘much more access’ to Mbeki: he inter-
viewed him face to face for more than twenty hours, with 
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two of them spent on the subject of AIDS alone; he con-
ducted further interviews by email; and he had telephone 
conversations with him, during which, inter alia, Mbeki en-
quired with interest about how his book was progressing, 
and in the final instance phoned him in June specifically to 
correct Roberts’s false claim that he’s not an AIDS dissident, 
the next day providing Gevisser with a comprehensive dissi-
dent manifesto that he’d been writing and developing, hith-
erto unseen by anyone else in its updated form. On the other 
hand, Mbeki never gave Roberts a single interview for Fit to 
Govern, either in person or by email, and apart from his 27-
page letter in February 2006 (I have it), providing a couple of 
comments on Roberts’s first draft, but more importantly 
talking to the themes he hoped the book would examine, 
Mbeki’s only act of approbation or disapprobation concern-
ing the book was in the latter direction, in his approach to 
Gevisser when Fit to Govern came out in June the following 
year.  
 Indeed Mbeki ‘didn’t try changing a jot or tittle of the 
manuscript’ as Roberts stated in his interview in Die Burger. 
The reason for this is that Mbeki was not involved in the 
writing. Replying to a post on his blog on 23 November 
2007 that he’d never even interviewed Mbeki for his book, 
Roberts – trying to be clever, and pretending to be Mbeki’s 
familiar – lamely deprecated the value of interviewing his 
subject, and confirmed: ‘When we had chats, I didn’t pre-
tend they were work.’ Although he’d suggested in his letter 
to Mbeki on 22 February 2006 that an interview by email – 
in what he said was JM Coetzee’s preferred style – would be 
useful, none took place. Consequently, generally speaking, 
but specifically concerning Mbeki’s thinking on AIDS, Fit to 
Govern was no more than a mix of Roberts’s own conven-
tional, media-framed understanding, prejudice, preconcep-
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tion, myth, ignorance, and fantastication. Point is, after read-
ing Roberts’s first draft, and then writing his letter to him, 
Mbeki took no further interest in the progress of the book 
until he saw the sickening final product. This is because the 
book was Pahad’s project. And it was Pahad who oversaw it 
and ordered all the changes to it accordingly.  
 In the first newspaper article about his lying about me and 
his lying about Mbeki and his thieving from me and his 
thieving from Mbeki that appeared in Die Burger on 10 No-
vember 2007, Roberts said – truthfully here, lying there – 
that (I translate), ‘Mbeki read and approved Fit to Govern be-
fore it was published.’ But far from approving it, Mbeki’s 
response upon reading Roberts’s lies about his stance on 
AIDS and ARVs was to torpedo it behind the scenes by put-
ting the truth of the matter on the record for publication in 
Gevisser’s book due for release a couple of months later. On 
his blog on 26 November Roberts repeated his lie that ‘I au-
thoritatively laid … out … Mbeki’s Aids-policy analysis and 
logic on the themes of poverty and race’, as if his claims 
about these things in his book were approved by Mbeki and 
therefore ‘authoritative’. When excepting what he stole from 
me, they were just his inventions. 

Actually, complying with his contractual obligation to write 
Fit to Govern independently and without interference to 
‘maximize the independence and broad intellectual credibil-
ity of the Book’ was the last thing Roberts was concerned 
about, because even as he was signing his contract with 
ABSA he was lying about his availability to write the book, 
and he proceeded to breach the contract straight away. As 
Myburgh pointed out in his piece ‘A Plagiarist Defrocked?’,  
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it was initially distributed – he still held to the views ex-
pressed in ‘Castro Hlongwane’, which clearly remained 
a living, breathing document on his desktop. … There 
is no question as to the message Thabo Mbeki was de-
livering to me along with this document: he was now, 
as he had been since 1999, an AIDS dissident. 

 This explains why at the launch of Fit to Govern at the 
Presidential Guesthouse in Pretoria on 22 June, arranged by 
the book’s sponsor Minister in the Presidency Essop Pahad, 
Mbeki was rather less enthusiastic about it than its author, 
and why he didn’t also rush over to the podium to join Rob-
erts, Pahad and the other speakers all gushing over how 
marvellous it was (Mbeki did diplomatically autograph some 
copies of the book on request). Plainly put, concerning his 
thinking on AIDS – the big issue that Fit to Govern promised 
to explain – Mbeki thought the book total garbage. 
 On Monday morning, 19 November, having couriered a 
hard copy of Lying and Thieving to Mbeki in Pretoria via his 
Cape Town office the week before, as a courtesy in anticipa-
tion of prominent reporting about it in the weekend papers, 
I was delighted to learn how it had gone down. 
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