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SOUTH AFRICA IN TRANSITION: PITFALLS AND PROSPECTS

To understand the complexity of the transition now under way in South Africa requires,
first of all, a recognition that our situation has no historical precedent. Because South
Africa's white governing establishment is not, and never was, the instrument of any
European colonial power, the techniques of ending white minority rule that were
available to other African countries beginning in the last 1950's are not applicable. There
is no possibility of massive withdrawal of the white population to some kind of
motherland or of external intervention by some internationally recognized agent that can
impose a Resolution 435 on us or whatever. We sit with the paradox of colonial rule
without the option of resolving it according to the historical precedents by which colonial
rule was resolved elsewhere on the African continent.

Legacies
Aside from the fact that negotiating a transition from white domination to
democratization in circumstances such as ours is a unique phenomenon, the process is
further complicated by the fact that the process of negotiation does not occur in a vacuum
in South Africa. Each aspect is influenced by a sequence of legacies from various phases
of white rule. The legacies offour of these periods warrant citation:

1. From 1910 - 1948, we had what one might call uncomplicated colonial rule in
South Africa. I always identify this as the 'bwana' period, during which white
domination in South Africa - as in other colonial societies - was regarded as
fairly unproblematical. The legacy of the period, of course, was that whites
generally became accustomed to a kind of colonial life-style privilege based
on race and the black majority became increasingly aware and resentful of
their relative deprivation.

The colonial legacy is evident when one talks to a far right-wing person in the
rural areas. He will immediately link the concept of majority rule to the
consequences for whites of colonial withdrawal in the rest of Africa - decline
of living standards, loss of control, loss of self-determination. This fear of the
consequences of 'colonial' transition predominates in the far right despite the
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clear reality that the changes taking place in South Africa are not comparable
to the typical colonial transition elsewhere in Africa. Among the more
militant and younger black people there is also some unrealistic fantasizing
about what can be expected in a post-Apartheid South Africa.

2. Two important legacies of the Apartheid/Separate Development period from
1948-79 also impinge on the process of negotiation now under way. One of
these is the dream of partition that informs the hopes or motivations of
between 35 and 40 percent, if one wants to be fairly conservative, of the white
electorate. The other is the enormous bureaucracy (e.g. 14 departments of
health or education, 5 departments of foreign affairs, and 5 departments of
defense) that evolved.

It will not be easy to transform a civil service structure that was meticulously
created over decades to implement a policy of separate development and adapt
that structure to the needs of a non-racial democracy. If one looks at the
defence and security establishment as part of the civil service, the implications
are even more traumatic. The bureaucracy can be a source of continuity in
transition, an obstacle to progress, or a combination of both.

3. The period 1979 to 1989 was the period of both reform and a backlash to
reform. Two legacies from that decade bedevil current negotiations. One is
the inheritance of a fiercely partisan security structure. There is no question
that the 1980' s saw the politicization of both the police and the defence forces
in South Africa. This politicization flowed from the way in which the struggle
was perceived by both the regime and its opponents. It was very much
viewed as a matter of us versus them, liberation versus domination, revolution
versus repression. This polarized the security apparatus.

In the new transition phase of the 1990's, that same security system has to
become a source of impartial stability if a climate conducive to the process of
negotiation is to be maintained. And this is a very, very real problem, as
questions of past or present complicity and involvement of one element or
another of the security forces in dubious activities continue to make headlines.

A second legacy from this period is the dilemma posed by controversial co-
optive structures that were created in the name of reform, from the Tricameral
Parliament to regional services councils to indirectly elected bodies.

4. A fourth source of significant legacies is the period of revolutionary transition
stretching from 1912 until 1989. Although the term 'revolutionary transition'
was not on the agenda of the founding meeting in 1912 of what subsequently
became the African National Congress, the concept became over time a basic
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commitment of the ANC as well as other opposition movements. By 1985 we
had a highly polarized society.

One aspect of the 'revolutionary transition' period with troublesome
implications for the current negotiations is the very strong belief among
supporters of the ANC and the Pan-Africanist Congress (PAC) that somehow
there should and would be a sudden transfer of power - the flag comes down,
a new flag goes up, a new regime takes power, and off we go. That view of
transition is still very much alive, particularly among more militant and
younger people in South Africa. It is a constant source of anxiety and concern
for the leaders of the ANC now engaged in negotiations with the government
of President F W De Klerk because the moment they get (as they inevitably
must) into fairly confidential discussions that they cannot convey to the rank
and file, they risk being accused of seeking common cause with the
government, selling out to the fat cats, whatever you want to call it.

A second legacy is the link that existed through the 1980's between the South
African Communist Party and the Soviet Union, and the way in which this
link influenced strategic thinking and organizational structures. This legacy
of vanguardism did not die with the Soviet Union: it feeds into a strategy of
mass mobilization and mass protests that runs concurrently with the ANC
strategy of engaging the government and negotiating.

Key Players in the Negotiations
It is my view that political organizations and movements are going through a process of
drastic restructuring marked by splits and new alliances. Therefore, I would not want to
put my head on a block that the National Party we see today will be the National Party we
will see in a year's time, or that the ANC we talk about today will be the ANC of a year
hence.

There is a fundamental shifting taking place, which I view as a realignment between
those who will risk managing and sharing responsibility for transition and those who will
oppose it (or, phrased slightly differently, those who will try to coalesce into some kind
of center to oversee the process of transition and those who oppose it).

In this context, the National Party has undergone a fundamental change in both its
composition and philosophy. In a sense, you could say De Klerk sacrificed the traditional
constituency of the National Party by the initiatives he took and is now searching for a
new constituency. This search includes an active effort to bring Blacks, Coloureds, and
Indians into the National Party.

In extending the political arena beyond Parliament, the National Party has no choice but
to broaden its base and constituency or enter into alliances in order to participate in the
management of transition.
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The right is a moving feast, by which I mean that there is a great deal of ideological
confusion in its ranks and a great deal of uncertainty about what the right hopes to
achieve. Broadly speaking, it is possible to distinguish between what one might identify
as greedy partitionists and sacrificial partitionists. The greedy partitionists want a large
slice of the country (such as the Boer Republics, i.e. the Orange Free State and Transvaal)
for themselves, while the sacrificial partitionists would settle for areas along the Orange
River and perhaps Upington.

It is my view that the right will split in Parliament. The split, which will take place this
session, will be between those who believe it is in their interest to work within the
Convention for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA) the forum organized in 1991 to
negotiate a framework for transition to a democratic government, and those who do not.
I doubt it will be a major split away from Conservative Party leader Andries Treurnicht,
but some key figures will go and this will affect the solidarity of the conservative
movement.

There is really no new thinking in the current Conservative Party about how to solve the
problems should it get into power. It would be very much the dilemma of the fox terrier
that catches the bus and does not know what to do with it once it has done so. Although
CP strategists could be right in their view that the party could win an election, it is
becoming increasingly evident that there is not going to be one.

As for the ANC, I doubt that its internal alliance will stay intact until CODESA has
completed its work. It is not that I think there is necessarily bad faith, but rather that the
ANC, as an SACP-COSATU alliance, is increasingly beginning to appeal to different
constituencies and focus on different problems

Key figures within those black movements choosing not to participate in Codesa - the
PAC, the Black Consciousness Movement, AZAPO - are coming forward with so many
contradictory statements that it is very difficult to say who speaks on whose behalf. One
thing is clear, however. They are exploiting a particular vein in the South African body
politic - the idea of South Africa being for blacks, and that whites can be part of black
South Africa if they are prepared to be Africans in a rather romantic sense of the word
that is very difficult to understand. It is a fertile area of discontent to explore, one that
cannot be ignored.

Another set of players that, surprisingly, have come to the fore is the homeland
governments. Prior to De Klerk's historic speech before Parliament on February 2, 1990
unbanning key black political organizations and calling for negotiations with black
leaders, homeland governments were conventionally regarded as entirely dispensable -
dismissed by the ANC as being stooges and sellouts and by the government as a marginal
constitutional issue. All of a sudden, they turn up at the Codesa talks and demand in
strong terms their places at the table. I don't think either the government or the ANC can
claim complete loyalty from the homeland governments. There is a shift taking place and
one should not underestimate the long-run importance of pensions and patronage.
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Homeland governments are significant for another reason. At this stage in the transition,
they represent pockets of bureaucratic expertise in maintaining stability, particularly in
the rural areas. The ANC, on the other hand, has as yet nothing approaching a civil
service in waiting that can simply walk in and take over.

Finally, a special word about Inkatha, which has been squeezed between the regime and
its opponents. President P W Botha did not like Inkatha leader, Chief Mangosuthu
Buthelezi and did not consult him. The ANC too increasingly disliked him. Although
this alienation from both the government and the ANC created problems of survival,
Buthelezi has managed very skillfully to keep himself politically relevant in the current
situation. It would be short-sighted to dismiss the role that he can play. The fact
remains, however, that Inkatha as a movement or an organization is so personally bound
to Buthelezi that it is difficult to predict what would happen to Inkatha if he were no
longer there. In this connection, an interesting move on his part with regard to Codesa
was his insistence on the presence of the Zulu king and his subsequent explanation that
Inkatha is a non-racial, national movement whereas the King reflects the cultural interests
of the Zulus. Given the fact that neither the ANC nor any other player took issue with
Buthelezi on this point (indeed, Mandela acknowledged the importance of incorporating
traditional leadership), one can see down the track the prospect that ethnicity and
nationalism may come into the process of negotiation.

Options Available until 1994
Under the terms of the current constitution, there has to be an election in 1994. De Klerk
said in the last election in 1989 that blacks would not be excluded from the vote in the
next one. That would seem to mean that either a new democratic constitution will have
to be in place by 1994 or something else has to happen.

There is nothing happening now that suggests to me that a new constitution is remotely
possible in the next two years. So what is the 'something else' that can happen before
1994 that would enable the government and its opponents in Codesa to get around this
particular constitutional constraint? I use the term 'constitutional restraint' quite
deliberately to introduce a sense of urgency, for there is a limit to the amount of time that
Codesa-style talking can be sustained.

It is my view that there are four options available that can be considered by a
combination of various interest groups (the National Party, the ANC, the PAC, Inkatha,
sections of the government sympathetic to the right wing) to maintain transitional
stability en route to 1994. These are a high-cost clampdown, a low-cost clampdown, and
two variants of a government of transitional unity (GOTU). (Here the term 'cost' refers
to the degree of international isolation and domestic polarization that the exercise of a
given option would bring upon South Africa.)

A High-Cost Clampdown
The right, on its own, cannot effect a clampdown. It can attempt it, but not maintain it.
The fox-terrier-and-bus dilemma of the right is that a clampdown has to be administered
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- and how do you administer it if more than 50% of the people in the civil service are
black?

What kind of circumstances might lead to such an outcome? One scenario might be a
failure of Codesa-style negotiations to bring forth a broadly acceptable government as the
ANC remains hesitant about doing a deal with De Klerk and others, against a background
of escalating crime and political violence as well as increasing concern in the
international community about the inability of the government and its opponents to
manage the transition. People in the security forces begin to advocate stopping the
negotiations because of a perceived threat of governmental and economic collapse. They
eventually act upon these concerns by implementing a clampdown in the name of
preserving whites and other minorities from a bloodbath. The prominent role of the right
wing makes this a 'high-cost' outcome.

I would say that the sequence of events described in the preceding paragraph is not
impossible, but it is highly improbable before 1994 or perhaps even afterward (although
one should not underestimate the current concern and anxiety in security and right-wing
circles. )

A Low-Cost Clampdown
A low cost clampdown cannot be ruled out. Consider the following scenario. De Klerk
and the ANC leadership increasingly agree about how to manage transition, but elements
of the ANC go out of Codesa saying this is a sellout and too much of a cozy club. These
disaffected elements join up with outside forces and establish a new common front. In the
meantime, the government goes ahead with its reforms. There are black judges and a
visible deracialization of the civil service. More and more elements (including the
homeland governments) are included in Codesa-associated working committees.
Programs of social reconstruction and development get under way. But the country
remains polarized, with the right continuing militancy in the form of violent
destabilization and a new left-wing common front outside the Codesa process appealing
increasingly for a more radical transfer of power.

As 1994 approaches, the government and the ANC negotiators look at the situation and
agree, together with the security forces, to clamp down temporarily in order to save South
Africa in the name of democracy and give the economy a chance to recover. Under these
circumstances, a great deal of energy would go into a propaganda initiative aimed at
explaining to the international community why this step, though unfortunate, was
necessary and unavoidable.

The foregoing outcome is improbable by 1994, but it can't be dismissed altogether if we
fail to get some degree of economic recovery.

A High-Cost GOTU
This would be a government of transitional unity that does not feel confident enough to
test popular support by referendum. Declaring itself an interim government, it makes use
of existing constitutional machinery to get around the provision in the constitution
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requiring an election, either through the President's Councilor by getting the required
votes in Parliament. For this to take place would require a significant split in the right, a
well as majority support in the (Indian) House of Delegates or the (Coloured) House of
Representati ves.

Although not impossible, this option is improbable, because it would heighten
accusations that the ANC (or whatever black organizations choose to participate) has sold
out to tricameralism and the current constitution.

A Government of Transitional Unity That Has Popular Support
This, in my view, is what Codesa is all about. The ANC talks about an election for a
constituent assembly. De Klerk talks about a referendum giving a mandate to change the
constitution that would make an interim parliament possible. I can see a compromise
developing here. By the middle of 1993, assuming progress in Codesa, there could be an
agreement to go for a government of transitional unity and to legitimize it through a
national referendum. This national referendum would ask for a mandate to stop the
violence, to get the economy going, to help with the improvement of the quality of life,
and to negotiate a democratic constitution. It would be very difficult to vote 'no' under
those circumstances. In fact, I am confident that the government and Codesa would get
such a mandate.

The new GOTU now has to deliver the goods. This means creating appropriate interim
structures to administer programs of social reconstruction in the areas of health, housing,
education, and so forth. And meeting this challenge is directly linked to the performance
of the economy.

In Sum
I do not see any possibility of an imminent collapse in South Africa. A fully
consolidated, stable democracy within the next two to three or four years is unlikely, but I
do see some form of government of transitional unity that can maintain a workable
stability. The mandate for such a government of transitional unity will be in the area of
coping with violence, stimulating economic growth, helping with the improvement of the
quality of life, and going for a democratic constitution.

These may sound like rather platitudinous goals. In the South African context, however,
they are very important. If consensus can be reached on the basics of growth and
development, it means that agreement will have been reached once and for all on the kind
of economic system that will prevail. I see increasingly clear signs of a convergence in
this area.

Assuming consensus on these basic points, the major challenge that would face a
government of transitional unity over the next three to four years would be how to
integrate the politics of negotiation with the politics of administration in a transitional
phase.
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This is the dilemma that faces the ANC. If it stands aside and allows the regime to
administer the transition, all the credit will go to De Klerk. If it becomes an integral part
of the transition process, it becomes vulnerable to outbidding from opponents who stay
out.

As of now, the PAC takes the position that "whitey" created the mess, "whitey" must fix
it up; then we will come in. The ANC realizes that it can't afford to hold back, because if
it stays out and the government begins to negotiate with others and manages to administer
transition, then the ANC will become, in effect, redundant to the process.

Administering transition means, effectively, having access to the civil service, having
access to the budget, not only sitting in departments but influencing policy in those
departments. Last year the ANC complained (justifiably) that the budget reflected a lack
of democratic involvement. The only way to have 'democratic involvement' is to have
access to the treasury, to have access to finance, to have access to where the budget is
formed.

This assessment leaves us with four imponderables. The first is an unresolved security
situation in the sense that the defence force and the police force are still controversial as
far as maintaining stability is concerned. This situation has to be resolved. A UN
monitoring force similar to the one that was present at Namibia's transition to
independence is not an option for South Africa.

A second imponderable is how to get transitional legitimacy. I have suggested a
referendum, but holding a referendum has certain implications. It must reflect a fair
degree of confidence on the part of those participating in Codesa that they can risk a
referendum. Whether separate elections are held for whites or not is really immaterial.
There is a need to find out if a majority of whites are going to support a transitional
arrangement in order to know whether it is going to work. It is a power shift that has to
take place; it is not a morality play. And it is a very serious matter.

A third imponderable is the question of when and to what extent the economy may
improve. A fourth imponderable, also in the economic area, is the unrealistic assumption
that democracy means development. If the economic forum now being discussed comes
off and all parties sit down and talk seriously about this issue, some kind of economic
contract would be hammered out within which the problems and options of socio-
economic development can be seriously addressed. There is a tension between, on the
one hand, the equity and participation demanded by the ANC, and the government's
insistence on growth and stability.

I am not saying that these priorities are totally irreconcilable, but if somebody figures out
a way to have all four at the same time, well, then, we have discovered a way of walking
upstairs and downstairs at the same time, and we certainly haven't.


