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Debate

South Africa: a new nation-state in a
globalising era

Bill Freund

Globalisation as a concept presents a real challenge to economic historians
because inherent in their subject matter is the assumption that a world
economy has been in the making for at least the last several centuries. By
some indices – the extent of foreign investment, human movement or
international trade, for instance – the second half of the nineteenth century
already represented a massively ‘globalised’ era fuelled by impressive new
technology such as telegraphs and steamships.1 The literature on globalisation
which fails to acknowledge process and assumes an ahistorical and
unbounded concept stretching seamlessly into an otherwise unknown future
clashes with this kind of picture.

However, it is possible to justify globalisation as a term designating
rather a current phase in the evolution of a world economy. Technologically
it is the advent of computers and information technology which is most
characteristic here.2 This enables production, of which a very large element
is under the control, direct or indirect, of large corporations, to take place
internationally – not merely trade or investment activities. Realising profits
is dependent on selling on a global sale – the creation of a ‘brand name’
economy that can be fitted to serve many kinds of consumers but no longer
structured around national markets. There is a strong drive to create
globally normative regulatory institutions relating not just to directly
economic activities (the WTO and the so-called ‘Washington Consensus’
institutions) but to peace-keeping and governance issues and to the
environment. Once again, there is massive population movement. However,
whereas in the nineteenth century, most itinerants were peasants and
workers plus their families, embedding limited industrial skills, today those
welcome to shift are the highly educated and skilled who work with a pen;
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if anything, an international regime to block the movements of the poor is
intended, if never very successfully, put into place.

Writers on globalisation see the world of Empire as one in which the
nation-state, as conceptualised at the dawn of modernity, constitutes
something for the trash heap as well (Negri and Hardt 2000). The state is
defined as an impediment to the needs of capital on the one hand (unless it
has been successfully transformed into a facilitator) and a barrier to the
achievement of human freedom on the other. In particular, the nation state
representing in some sense the immanence of a people in maturity is no
longer a foundation stone of political activity and international relations.
Supra-national structures with imbedded rules multiply while local or
regional governments are supposed to take more initiative on the assumption
that they can do better at tapping the real heartbeat of the people.

This paper takes the position that while these are all very important
tendencies that are promoted on a significant scale in our world, there are
also counter-tendencies. There are plenty of realities, for better or worse,
that work in other directions and show that earlier paradigms continue to
bear life. This, of course, is what George W Bush & co are discovering in
Iraq.3 Globalisation is best taken therefore as a specific contemporary
historic phase, which continues to be rent with conflict and controversy and
contains its own contradictions in which outcomes are by no means certain.
It is likely that some of the great political and social paradigms of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries have come to the end of their shelf life
in their own terms, but to leap from that to assumptions about ‘the end of
history’ à la Fukuyama, the view that ‘there is no alternative’ – or even the
sense that the modern is no longer with us – has little justification.

***

Post-apartheid South Africa came to life as a ‘new’ country in the midst of
this set of circumstances. I wish here to suggest that while the African
National Congress government has been won over by the need for
participation in globalising economic institutions such as membership in
the World Trade Organisation, with macro-economic policies aiming at
high interest rates, an autonomous Reserve Bank, low state indebtedness
and the reduction of import tariff barriers; it has simultaneously,
contradictorily, moved with increasing firmness towards a nation-building
project along fairly classic lines.4 This movement has achieved greater
coherence under the leadership of Thabo Mbeki than during the presidency
of Nelson Mandela (1994-99). This has been especially apparent in the
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circumstances precipitated by the US occupation of Iraq with ensuing
international contradictions.

Within South Africa, the political discourse has been largely marked by
debate over economic policy and the extent to which the state is benefiting
the poor. The very ambitious Reconstruction and Development Programme,
issued at the time of the 1994 election, appeared in the later phases of the
Mandela presidency to be junked in favour of GEAR (the Growth,
Employment and Redistribution programme), translated into a set of policies
associated with the Ministry of Finance and a Washington Consensus
determined budget rectitude. Even then, in certain areas, a shrewd observer
could certainly find aspects of South African policy that either did not fit or
went against this kind of logic, however. For instance, the ANC put forward
progressive and supportive trade union legislation at a time when trade
unions internationally were largely on the defensive. NEDLAC (the National
Economic Development and Labour Council), a corporatist body meant to
create permanent dialogue between business, labour, autonomous civic
organisations and the state received much attention (although its actual
efficacy has been fairly limited). Generally speaking, the social service
budgets increased while the apartheid era military budget declined
dramatically in size. Privatisation was given strong verbal support but
rather little real privatisation took place. Instead, the state took care to
create regulatory agencies with reference to telecommunications,
broadcasting, etc.

If we try to assess changes under the Mbeki presidency, they represent if
anything a return to more traditional forms of developmentalism and a
conscious return to the politics of the Third World. An outstanding
presentation by a young scholar recently summed this up as follows:

The ideology of development forms the core of the post-apartheid
discourse. In particular, the development and modernisation of the
formal market economy is viewed to be the basis of social advance.
Modernisation means dismantling outdated forms of organisation or
the economy in ways that permit an intersection with international
capital flows and technological advances. (Greenberg 2004)

Thus the budget has become somewhat more generous, expansive and
welfare-orientated. If privatisation has not been abandoned, it is beginning
to be clear that sectors, such as water provision, are not going in that
direction. Recently it has also been made explicit that the large state
corporations will be expected to play a central role in development, rather
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than hived off for purchase by the private sector. In the economic discourse
of the middle 1990s, emphasis was laid on the centrality of foreign
investment, seen as the key to the future and to national economic growth.
This emphasis is being reduced.

At the same time, the government is putting more weight on the potential
of economic ties within Africa. It is strongly behind the NEPAD initiative
associated with the new African Union. NEPAD has been dissected by
radical critics who are correct in discerning the absence of redistributive or
socialist language and the presence of assumptions about participation in a
globalised world economy. However, there is equally a nationalist emphasis
on self-reliance and a retention of high modernist development goals.
Perhaps more significantly in practice, South Africa has participated with
countries such as Brazil and India in a rejection of Group of Eight initiatives
on international trade, demanding more open access to Western markets in
return for further openness in other spheres, at last year’s Cancun conference.
This represents the renewal of a kind of Third Worldism, revived in the
wake of the dissipation of Clinton era consensus and, in some respects, in
the spirit of Bandung 1955.

Moving to the political sphere, an attempt to summarise the initiatives of
the state needs to focus on the reality that the ANC is intensely committed
to centralised power which is basically becoming gradually more effective
in different spheres rather than the reverse – despite what globalisation
literature often seems to predict. The ANC, which won just under 2/3 of the
vote in 1999 and almost 70 per cent in 2004, has much of the characteristics
of a ‘party-state’ at its most potent. It is successful in investing in itself the
idea of natural governance and the development of the country, leaving
little ideological space for any viable opposition. The most successful
political studies of the opposition suggest that it is only when at some future
time the ANC splits into factions that one could expect a genuinely
threatening political opposition to emerge. Of the three main opposition
formations, one is being absorbed by the ANC after a massive electoral
disaster, the second – the only one with a black following – is likely to go
that way when its septuagenarian leader Mangosuthu Buthelezi retires or
dies – while the third is largely confined to its base amongst whites.5

Some of the apparent signs of participation in globalising culture from
the first years of the state seem superficial or less relevant on closer
examination over time. Thus South Africa’s quasi-federal four province
structure (together with the ‘independent’ and ‘non-independent’ Bantustan
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territories) were rationalised in 1994 into nine provinces with considerable
mandates for delivery of services. Municipalities, of which the bigger have
a real economic base in the rates system, were enjoined to play an equal part
in the development effort. In practice, South Africa is less federal than it
used to be. The ANC has been repeatedly explicit about its intention to
‘deploy’ and ‘redeploy’ officials from one sort of job to another. The
development effort demanded of cities and provinces is clearly not supposed
to create any sort of autonomous line of transit that could lead to greater
inequalities or uncontrolled development. The lines of policy are entirely
dictated from the centre. Moreover, the governing national party now
controls all provinces and all major municipalities.

Many outside observers of the South African scene have been entranced
with the notion of a ‘rainbow nation’; this, in fact, is a vision which fits quite
nicely into a post-modern, post-national state that allows for the autonomy
of diversity and de-emphasises national culture. They have failed to
remember that this was a phrase coined not by Nelson Mandela but by
former Archbishop Desmond Tutu. Well-loved in corporate advertising, it
is not a slogan that the ruling party recognises or likes. Nor has it much
positive resonance amongst the black electorate. Mbeki made his dislike for
this slogan quite explicit after 1999. Most whites would under post-1994
circumstances like nothing better than some kind of tolerant co-existence of
the old and the new. On the contrary, the ANC is looking towards creating
– admittedly gradually – a cultural hegemony based on symbols and
artefacts that represent the ‘new South Africa’ and break totally with the
old. The old municipalities are being merged into new entities with entirely
new names (such as Tshwane for the one including Pretoria, or eThekweni
for the one including Durban); plans are afoot to construct museums and
memorials that identify the country with the anti-apartheid ‘struggle’. All
work situations are supposed to be in the process of ‘transformation’ in
order to achieve a racial (and gender) balance corresponding to the national
population balance. Given the South African enthusiasm for sport and
identification with national sport, much is done to promote loyalties in this
regard: the amount of government energy invested in winning the competition
to be the site of the world football championships in 2010 (which involved
hauling in not just Mbeki but former Presidents de Klerk and Mandela,
Archbishop Tutu and everyone else imaginable) was a remarkable choice.
All around in South Africa one can begin to see arising a new symbolic
universe to replace the boundaries, the heroes and villains, the points of
conjuncture and rupture, of the old South Africa.
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The identity to which Mbeki aspires for the new South Africa is African
and assumes that South Africa takes its rightful place in the world as a
source of influence and weight within the African continent. With the
ascendancy of his presidency (the first term ended in 2004), co-operation
with the USA and the UK has diminished. The ‘bilaterals’ of the Clinton era
are forgotten. South Africa has positioned itself rather as a leader of the
Third World and the African continent. The presidency puts an ever greater
weight on foreign affairs and on a South African moral presence which
legitimates African nationalism. Mbeki has been prepared, for instance, to
play a dissident role in the Commonwealth in order to aid the cause of
Zimbabwean Robert Mugabe, for the ANC a legitimate African nationalist
and president in an election upheld by South African observers as acceptably
free and fair. Peace-making in Burundi and the Democratic Republic of
Congo receives constant media attention in South Africa. At the same time,
and quite recently, in championing the cause of deposed President Jean-
Baptiste Aristide of Haiti, the ANC has also taken up the cudgels for some
kind of black diaspora consciousness. The actual foibles involved in such
policy initiatives are one thing; the symbolic universe they create another.
And the government is shrewd enough to avoid entanglements from these
initiatives that could genuinely create serious practical problems.

And presiding over this transformed society is a new black elite whose
advance is being promoted as rapidly as possible by the government. Every
day the press is filled with the deals associated with BEE – black economic
empowerment. The complexion of those employed in desirable positions by
the civil service, the parastatals and now increasingly the corporate private
sector where ‘targets’ for black ownership have been set in mining and,
more recently, finance and the IT sector, are being restructured. Out of this
world primarily is to come the new elite of South Africa. If South Africa is
to take its place as a capitalist economy, leadership must cease to be
overwhelmingly white. While radical critics not unjustifiably complain
about the very narrow base out of which this elite is being taken (the
apartheid system in fact itself created the foundation of a segregated black
elite before 1990), the call for ‘affirmative action’ (differing from the US
operationalisation in some important ways) is also creating jobs for the
presentable, the educated, the literate, the urban African population –
desirable jobs – on an unprecedented rate. Probably the closest inspiration
for this shift is Malaysia. However, South Africa is better understood as one
of the post-colonial societies, such as Israel/Palestine, Malaya/Singapore,



47

Debate – SA: a new nation-state in a globalising era

Ceylon, Ireland and Cyprus whose national identity was not secured with
independence and remained in contention. The length of time inevitably
involved for the African majority to assert itself successfully and the
sophistication, complexity and regional hegemony of the South African
economy are what make this case distinctive.

***

Can the Mbeki vision, which has captured the ANC – with both compliant
and defiant relations to globalisation – succeed? I would suggest that there
are two large impediments in the way of realising the nation-building
project from within and both certainly are made more difficult by relations
to international trends.

The first lies in the dilemma facing South Africa through the
marginalisation of a large portion of the population. This we might term the
left-wing deviation. For a variety of reasons, one of which lies in the
declining international usage of low skill labour, South Africa suffers from
enormously high unemployment rates, estimated at 20-40 per cent over the
past decade and according to no serious commentator ready to fall. One
causal factor certainly lies in the low level of industrial investment and the
tendency of industry to expand with little or no employment growth (or
when there is growth, for it to be located in unregulated, low wage
structures). But it comes as well from the large decline in employment in
traditional resource industries, notably commercial agriculture. Moreover,
poor families in South Africa show little capacity to function as effective
units for petty accumulation. The rural areas contain mostly people dependent
on subsidies and migrancy even for subsistence. An enormous hunger for
welfare and for jobs by people living on the doorsteps of affluence is
apparent.

The state has acted in tandem with its modernist intentions, if not always
very efficiently, as a provider of ‘services’ – especially water supply,
electricity and basic housing to the poor – but hardly at all as provisioner
of jobs. This has much to do with a failure of capacity and imagination
rather than bad will or hostility. The international wisdom is to excuse the
state from direct job creation; it is difficult for South African authorities to
operationalise the more comforting Keynesian – or socialist – advice from
the past that would allow the creation of stable jobs to be itself the chief
priority. Here, therefore, is a profound contradiction: how to mobilise the
millions of poor urban and rural black South Africans – the chief victims of
apartheid – as modernist subjects.
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The majority of South Africans are poor and a large minority very poor
– this in a context where there is a fairly large, very affluent middle class.
All statistics point to South Africa in the company with some Latin
American and African countries as amongst the most unequal in the world.
Poverty feeds into disease, notably into the spread of AIDS (although unlike
Thabo Mbeki, I am hardly claiming that HIV is in any sense caused by
poverty), into criminal and other anti-social behaviour and into a climate of
short-term thinking that obviates planning for the future. Households are
markedly unstable; the large majority of children are born outside wedlock
and indeed marriage is becoming a minority phenomenon in any case. This
behavioural complex has so far defeated the efforts of the national state to
attack it. The ANC leadership is not wrong in seeing the long-term answer
in terms of upgrading the population in skills and education to allow them
to participate in a more desirable way in the globalised directions the
economy is taking. But they have not shown much insight into how to
achieve such a goal and are dependent on the services of mediocre
practitioners who are the backbone of the party.6

One result currently is the emergence of social movements of the poor
which protest the inadequacies of service provision, of the absence of
secure jobs, the lack of free land and the failure of the state to provide
medicine against AIDS. Thus far these movements, although clearly making
the state highly uncomfortable, both because they challenge its authority
and because they seem to call for a permanent dole, are not able to challenge
the ANC in terms of political hegemony or to form in any sense a real
counter-politics.7 Part of the discomfort comes from the small number of
dissident intellectuals being able successfully to pin the World Bank label
onto the ruling bureaucracy, part of a language of blaming distant white men
for one’s problems that resonates very readily. Yet it is not so clear either
that they have very plausible alternatives, or that the ANC acts out of malice
rather than confusion, or lack of focus, although the extent to which the
ANC is captured by the bureaucrats, by the beneficiaries of the system who
lack vision and expertise – usually trained by the mediocre institutions set
up for black people under apartheid – does create a barrier to solving
problems.

***

And then there is what I shall term the right wing deviation. The rainbow
nation paradigm much appeals to the white minority. Although there is
certainly a spectrum of attitudes, it might be said that opinion-leaders
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amongst white South Africans came to accept in the 1980s that racial
separation preserving a sphere of white domination which lay at the heart
of the apartheid system was no longer viable and ever more out of synch
with international trends for modern governance. However, this is not to say
that they are comfortable or pleased with a situation which seems to
emphasise black control and black leadership and perceives their traditions
and institutions as immoral and inappropriate. This is a long way from
whites permitting blacks to enter into their value-systems, schools,
neighbourhoods, etc, on the terms whites find acceptable or comfortable.
White South Africa is itself the product of a long-term national project built
over many decades, indeed generations, which has failed and to experience
this is to experience shame, disgrace (in the terms of JM Coetzee’s iconic
novel) and anger for the majority of whites unable to identify with new
symbols and goals. The much discussed Truth and Reconciliation
Commission, itself cold-shouldered by the ANC as too even-handed in its
view of anti-apartheid conflict, was supported by less than 10 per cent of
whites in a poll at the time of its institution, for instance. Well under five per
cent of whites vote for the ANC in dramatic contrast to the rest of the
population. A very large proportion of whites from the most educated strata
emigrate; there is clearly a problem with business investment in South
Africa that cannot be dissociated from white distrust and lack of confidence
in their future.

This is not to suggest that the ANC is in a simple sense a black nationalist
movement in the sense of being anti-white. However, its prestige is closely
linked to its being the historic champion of a struggle against white power
and white dominance. This is the obvious reason why the ANC is extremely
unlikely to dissolve into ethnic or even class fragments: the need for blacks
to hold together is too apparent even now.

The ANC embraces what it calls ‘non-racialism’ but it clearly promotes
heavily the idea of black leadership in the state and civil society and
considers a top priority the struggle against any inequities inherited from
the past. Many of the institutions with which whites identify leave the black
leadership cold and receive no support or are potentially subject to
‘transformation’. ‘Non-racialism’ is posited really as the alternative to
‘racialism’, defined as rule by a racially defined minority; it is not to be
equated with that which whites often fondly claim it should mean, putting
the ideal person in the job even if history and culture tends to result in the
ideal person being very likely a white male and particularly rarely a black
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female. There can be a parallel drawn with certain other post-colonial
countries which have promoted the nationalism of a numerically dominant
group (Hindus in Mauritius; Chinese in Singapore; Malays in Malaysia)
against the interest of a minority that sometimes thrived in colonial times
while at the same time actively trying to create a new national consensus
covering the whole nation.

In truth, although it is rarely stated, the structures of the economy and of
South African material life on which future prosperity can grow were
created by and for whites and their ways are imbedded in those structures.
If whites are pushed aside too abruptly, the likelihood of intensified
emigration, of diminished investment, of the decline or extinction of
specialised expertise are potential outcomes. The ANC state will for a long
time have to ride the white elephant to progress, with however [little?] good
grace.

Only in theory is globalisation colour-blind. Whites have on their side
moreover the sense that their role-models in America, Europe and Australasia
are the ones who set the tone for the globalised world-economy, for power
and cultural hegemony internationally. They have far denser links into the
metropole. The big and surprisingly successful South African corporations
operate internationally and, in some cases, have moved most activities
overseas. Virtually any white South African can quickly enumerate close
family members living in Britain, North America, Australasia or Europe;
mobility at this level is very easy today. Indian South Africans can look to
role models of Indian origin sensitive to the pull of lucrative markets on a
global scale and playing an increasingly important part as thinkers and
technologists in the most open societies everywhere.

I would therefore suggest that two menaces which stem from the right-
wing deviation face a nation-building project on the Mbeki model. One is
the threat of white withdrawal (lack of ‘voice’) taken to the point of causing
serious and permanent damage to institutions and the economy, a worry
which leads the state to go easy on the nation-building project in some areas.
At the same time there is the Zimbabwe threat. I would define this (not
precisely the way it is usually defined in South African discourse) as the
possibility that, faced with some future crisis and the lack of a way forward,
a successor to Mbeki could turn on whites as has Robert Mugabe in order
to survive politically through chauvinist rabble-rousing and radical racially-
based redistribution. As in Zimbabwe, it is a heroic assumption to imagine
that this kind of turn could lead anywhere but towards a spiral of material
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decline intensifying national problems.
This is not a particularly likely outcome but were the ANC to find itself

in as much of a dead end as did ZANU-PF by the close of the 1990s north
of the border, it is not impossible. In one way too, Mbeki’s leadership style
makes this a bit less unlikely – he is not shy about expressing his resentments
towards the survival of older white values and he has eliminated the more
substantial contenders to leadership after himself from public prominence,
preferring to surround himself with far more subservient and politically
inconsequential individuals. Yet it is also true that the nation-state project
pursued by Mbeki, to the extent that it knows success, makes this kind of
outcome less likely than were the state to pursue rainbow nation policies
that left whites happier and more untouched in their comfort zone for the
short to medium term.

This paper lacks a real conclusion because the author is most uncertain
of outcomes. It has tried to suggest that globalisation is embraced by the
‘new’ South Africa in some key respects. This includes many aspects of
macro-economic policy as well as the search for cultural expression that
breaks entirely with the past. However, simultaneously the state is betting
on a nation-building project along classic lines that goes counter to trends
supposedly linked to the globalisation paradigm. Results are in part
contradictory. What directions will seem clear to another generation are
still very open to historical change.

Notes
1. Thus the first substantially mechanised textile factory in Italy was constructed

in Prato by an Austrian firm with Austrian finance. As a result, my grandfather
moved to Prato from what is today the Czech Republic and my father was born
in this town 102 years ago.

2. Here I follow Manuel Castells (2000).

3. For influential dissidents not far from the beat of power see George Soros
(2004) or Joseph Stiglitz (2002).

4. Characteristic and important critiques are to be found in Hein Marais (1998)
and Patrick Bond (2000). Both are more journalistic than theoretical.

5. For a discussion of the opposition see Roger Southall (ed) (2001).

6. Thus the teachers’ union is now a key player in the trade union movement.

7. For an accessible defense of the social movement perspective see Ashwin Desai
(2003).
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