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 In 1997, an eminent American historian of the Cold War named John Lewis
Gaddis wrote a book titled We Now Know: rethinking Cold War history.1 The
historian’s premise was simple: the collapse of the Soviet Union had allowed
historians access to previously unreachable archives of the Soviet Union
and its satellites and, based on these, old assumptions could be shed, and
new lessons learnt. South Africa did not experience the kind of revolution
that inspired Gaddis to tell the world what it knew but there is something to
be said for the application of his confident and rather self-assured title to an
examination of what we now know about the period leading up to the formal
end of apartheid in 1994 and the first three years after that. What do we know
now and how does that knowledge measure up against the four articles under
review in this brief paper? The articles cover a 10-year span, with the first
one published in 1987 and the last one in 1997. This was arguably one of the
most dramatic periods in South African history and the review essayed here
will consider the four articles chronologically.  The review concludes that
the articles have held up well on the whole and that, with one notable
exception, the limit to what the respective authors knew and could know at
the time the articles were written has not undermined the articles in any
significant way.

Reform versus revolution: Friedman on the promise of reform
Friedman’s article ‘Reform: Greek gift or Trojan horse?’ published in 1987,
was written at a time when significant sections of the anti-apartheid movement
in both the liberal and radical camps were either suspicious of the possibility
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of reform (let’s call these the doubters) or dead set against it (let’s call these
the insurrectionists). Many of those suspicious of the possibility of a
negotiated end to apartheid tended to do so because they distrusted the
intentions of the apartheid state. They saw in its gestures possible entrapment,
co-option and eventual demobilisation of the anti-apartheid movement.
Those who rejected the possibility of negotiations outright tended to do so
because they harboured insurrectionist hopes or held on to the notion that
only a popular uprising, preferably an armed seizure of power, could bring
an end to apartheid. These were not monolithic groups, to be sure. Some
doubters were also insurrectionists while some insurrectionists were also
doubters, and so on. Friedman’s first intervention drew attention to the fact
that what I have called doubters and insurrectionists had indulged in
polemic in place of an ‘analysis of the workings of the reform process’ (1987:
78). Friedman said these critics were so focused on the intentions of the
apartheid state they had lost sight of the effect that the state’s voluntary
programe for dismantling racism had had on its ability to broadcast its power.
Friedman said reforms enacted in the 1980s had ‘weakened state control and
contributed to a limited, but significant, momentum for change’ (1987:78).
Friedman said the reform process had not only weakened state control, it had
also created opportunities for the anti-apartheid movement. However, these
opportunities were not given naturally and could only have meaning and
effect when used by ‘organized groups who seek change’ (1987:78).

Kite-flying and political posturing: Phillips and Coleman
Friedman argued that reform was a dynamic process that created uncertainty.
‘The uncertainties which it (reform) creates within the state open opportunities
for opposition groups to use … to extract concessions which, albeit in limited
ways, force the authorities to concede some power to hitherto powerless
communities’ (1987:90). While Friedman offered a considered exploration of
the possibilities opened up by reform, Phillips and Coleman’s article ‘Another
kind of war: strategies for transition in the era of negotiation’, published in
1989, offered a warning to activists, especially the Mass Democratic
Movement (MDM), to take seriously the possibility of negotiations and to
prepare for it. The article laid out the national and international context in
which the prospect of negotiations was becoming more real by the day:
Namibia was moving towards independence, FW De Klerk had replaced PW
Botha, Margaret Thatcher and George Bush Senior had each met with the
UDF, the ANC had laid out its terms for a negotiated settlement, both the
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Soviets and the West had come to agree on the need for a negotiated
settlement in South Africa, the ANC, UDF and COSATU had met, and Botha
had had Nelson Mandela over at Tuynhuys for tea. Phillips and Coleman
wrote: ‘These factors combine to herald a completely new situation which
could significantly alter South Africa’s political terrain’ (1989:2). The authors
warned that these developments could catch the MDM ‘off-guard, bypassing
it like ships in the night’ (1989:2), unless it seized the initiative.

Neither hangman’s noose nor panacea
Phillips and Coleman counseled the MDM against seeing negotiations in
stark either-or terms. Negotiations were a messy business and unpredictable.
One could not say beforehand how negotiations would end. But one could
help determine the outcome by taking the initiative. Phillips and Coleman
worried that by rejecting negotiations or failing to understand the altered
political terrain in which negotiations looked likely to take place, the MDM,
‘still smarting from the harsh repression of the emergency years’ (1989:2),
risked isolating itself from the process of change. The MDM could only help
‘determine the course of the South African struggle’ by understanding the
developments taking place in 1989. ‘If not well understood by the MDM,
these developments could catch it off-guard … Like SWAPO in Namibia, the
MDM could find the dawn of the new day appearing without its participation,
and with its navigation machinery inadequately equipped for the task of
transition’ (1989:2). Phillips and Coleman noted sharp contradictions within
the apartheid state. These stemmed from ‘confusion over policy and divisions
over future policy’ (1989:5). The apartheid state was suffering from a crisis
of legitimacy that was being made worse by growing internal resistance and
increasing international pressure for the apartheid state to negotiate with the
ANC. However, this did not mean the apartheid state was dead.  ‘Although
the government remains organisationally strong, and through its security
network effectively in control of the state, its options are narrowing’,
(1989:5). Factors behind the narrowing of options for the apartheid state
included sanctions and the uncertain prospects of the state’s attempts to
build a coalition of ‘moderate’ black leaders. There were also serious
divisions within the apartheid state, especially between the securocrats and
others. There were elements within the apartheid state and white conservative
community that saw negotiations as a communist strategy – part of a leftist
conspiracy against the apartheid state.



39

Comment: We now know: reform, revolution and race in post-apartheid South Africa

Reform versus revolution: false dichotomies
For Saul, the suggestion that the choice facing South Africa was either
reform or revolution was a false dichotomy. Saul’s article ‘Structural reform:
a model for the revolutionary transformation of South Africa?’ saw in the
transition away from apartheid a range of possibilities that extended beyond
reform and revolution. There was an alternative to the false dichotomy of
revolution/reform, namely the notion of ‘structural reform’ (1992:2). Saul
said the concept offered great analytical purchase for the examination of
‘socialist struggle’ (1992:3) taking place in South Africa in 1992, which is
when his article was published. He said the conceptualisation offered by his
concept could  ‘contribute to developing a vocabulary, a language, in terms
of which those waging such struggles can become ever more self-conscious
about the logic of their activities and ever more self-assured about pressing
them forward. Words have meaning. Words are weapons’ (1992:3). Saul
sought a language with which to speak about the ‘socialist struggles’
occurring in South Africa in the early 1990s because the language in use at
the time bore the taint of a ‘frozen Marxism’. Saul wrote: ‘After all, many of
our hopes and existing preconceptions have been badly battered by the
collapse of “actually-existing socialisms” and the apparently unchecked
hegemony of an ever more ambitiously globalizing capitalism’ (1992:2). Saul,
writing at a time of untold brutality, saw a tension between then-present
struggles to rid South Africa of apartheid, and discussions about what a
post-apartheid South Africa might look like. Saul said this tension made talk
about a post-apartheid South Africa ‘more abstract than it might otherwise
be’ (1992:3). Saul insisted, however, that ‘we must bracket off the current,
vitally important struggle to force the pave of negotiations…’ and focus,
instead, on the attempts by many militants to think about structural reform
or a ‘future beyond the interregnum that begins to redress South Africa’s
severe socio-economic inequalities’ (1992:3).

According to Saul, structural reform was driven by necessity. It was an
approach imposed by circumstances on a movement that did not have the
liberty to change the world as it saw fit. Militants wanted structural reform
because the increased power of capital and absence of a counterweight to
capitalism meant there was a limit to what socialists could hope to achieve.
It was structural because it needed to deal with the structure of the South
African economy. It was reformist because it sought to change the current
order. Structural reform could not be a mere ‘improvement’, Saul said
(1992:3). Structural reform ‘must … be allowed self-consciously to implicate
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other “necessary” reforms that flow from it as part of an emerging project of
structural transformation’ (1992:3). For structural reform to work, argued
Saul, it must be popular and supported by organs of civil society, with
organisations such as COSATU playing a watchdog role. Revolution and
reform were not necessarily opposites. They could be mutually reinforcing,
argued Saul. The value of the concept of structural reform for Saul lay in the
fact that socialists could push for radical changes to the political and
economic structure of South African society while also holding on to the
possibility of an all-inclusive reform process driven by civil society and
popular. Saul welcomed the soul-searching by the South African Communist
Party occasioned by the collapse of the Soviet edifice. This soul-searching
made possible a range of possibilities that, for Saul, might help inspire the
kinds of ideas needed to effect serious thinking about the look and nature
of a post-apartheid South Africa.

Africans in particular, Blacks in general: race and the new South
Africa
The post-apartheid South Africa that Saul tried to imagine is, in some ways,
at the heart of Filatova’s article, ‘The Rainbow against the African sky or
African hegemony in a multicultural context’. The article was published in
1997, ahead of the ANC’s national conference in Mafikeng. The conference
was significant for a number of reasons, chief among which  was the fact that
it saw Nelson Mandela make way as ANC president for Thabo Mbeki.
Conventional thinking at the time was that, even though Mandela had two
more years left in office as South Africa’s president and Mbeki had been
running the country as de facto prime minister since 1994, the move away
from Mandela to Mbeki was likely to result in fundamental change. Mbeki
was said to favour a more pragmatic and less sentimental approach to race
– in contrast to Mandela’s supposed touchy-feely politics of reconciliation.
This, in short, is the background against which Filatova’s contribution must
be understood. Filatova sought to look at the ways in which ANC policy on
race, otherwise known as the national question, had changed, with a
particular focus on a discussion document titled ‘Nation-formation and
nation building’ prepared for the conference. Filatova found a tension
between a much earlier class-driven approach to the national question that
sought to privilege the African working class, and a more recent orientation
towards the fast growth of a black bourgeoisie. Filatova wrote: ‘Nation-
formation and Nation Building makes no mention of the African proletariat
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and its culture, values and interest. Instead it speaks about the improvement
of the quality of life of “the poor” the majority of whom are “blacks in general
and Africans in particular”, and of the building of the black bourgeoisie and
black “middle strata”’ (1997:48).

Filatova said the ‘intensity of Africanist feeling and the strengthening of
Africanist tendencies within the ANC had provoked the “whole debate”
over a class-versus-color approach to the national question’ (1997:48). The
Africanism identified by Filatova was part of a tradition that dated back to
the early years of the ANC. But this early Africanism, said Filatova, was
‘devoid of class connotations and expressed itself in terms of political unity
rather than cultural homogeneity’ (1997:49). This changed in the 1950s with
the adoption of the Freedom Charter and the ANC’s growing alliance with
the SACP. ‘The break away of the PAC in 1959 may have weakened the
Africanist ethos of the organisation but it has never been wiped out – far from
it’ (1997:49). Filatova went on to point out that it was not until 1985 that non-
Africans could serve on the ANC’s national executive committee. Filatova
said while she was not surprised by the depth of Africanist perceptions –
‘It could hardly have been expected that this would not happen with the
black majority coming to power’ (1997:52) – she was surprised that these
perceptions should be strongest within the ANC. There had been, said
Filatova, the ‘ethnocisation’ of politics and political perceptions three years
into the new South Africa.  ‘Three years ago it was difficult to imagine that
anything like ‘there are too many Indians in Cabinet’ could have been openly
said by a top ANC official …’ (1997: 51). The official who said this was Peter
Mokaba but Filatova did not identify him by name in her article. Filatova
noted that during the struggle against apartheid, the ANC kept its policy on
the national question vague. This lack of clarity had worked as a tactic but
now, three years after the formal end of apartheid, the ANC was, according
to Filatova, adopting a racialised policy towards the national question.

So, what do we know now?
We now know that the reform process initiated by the apartheid state was,
as Friedman correctly argued in 1987, fraught with both danger and opportunity
for the anti-apartheid movement. More than that, however, we also know that
the apartheid state could not control the reform process once it had initiated
it, meaning there were opportunities of which the anti-apartheid movement
could and did take advantage. Friedman argued, correctly, that what mattered
about the reform process was how it worked – not what the intentions of the
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apartheid state were. This meant that the anti-apartheid movement could
make use of the spaces opened up by the reform process to push for further
reform. That, indeed, is what happened. In the end, the reform process served
as a Greek horse. For their part, Phillips and Coleman were spot on with their
observations that altered international and national circumstances made
negotiations all but certain. They correctly pointed out that negotiations
would be messy and their outcome unpredictable. But there was a real danger
that the MDM would render itself irrelevant by abstaining from the
negotiations process. Phillips and Coleman warned the MDM to take the
negotiations seriously and to take the initiative to ensure that the demands
of the MDM were part of the negotiations agenda. That, in some ways, is
what happened. The MDM was able to participate in the negotiations
process, albeit as part of the ANC delegation. This did not mean that the
MDM did not bring any influence to bear on the way the ANC conducted
itself. It did.

Saul wanted socialists and South Africa’s left to pay attention to structural
reform and the needs of a post-apartheid South Africa, even if that exercise
seemed abstract in the context of the violence of the early 1990s. Saul argued,
correctly, that nothing much would change in post-apartheid South Africa
unless there were serious structural reforms of the country’s political
economy. He also wanted a reform process that was popular and driven in
part by civil society.  The dichotomy between reform and revolution was
indeed a false one, as Saul pointed out. He also foresaw a watchdog role for
COSATU, a development that has indeed come to pass. COSATU has
arguably become the most important political and social formation in South
Africa, often taking the lead in the fight against the ANC-led government
over HIV-AIDS, Zimbabwe, corruption and the ANC’s lack of accountability.

There is no doubt that ANC thinking on race has evolved in significant
ways over the past 17 years. It is equally true that, as Filatova says, there
has been a strong Africanist tendency (Filatova does not define the term)
within the ranks of the ANC. However, the extent to which this is a dominant
tendency within the ANC is doubtful at best. The late Peter Mokaba, Fikile
Mbalula and Julius Malema, the men most strongly associated with the
tendency, may be a powerful lobby within the ANC. But they are by no means
the tendency.  But there is one point on which Filatova’s article cannot go
unchallenged. Filatova wrote that the ANC’s ‘African electorate will stay
with it for almost the indefinite future no matter what’ (1997: 53). This
suggested some atavistic connection between the ANC and the voters who
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make up what Filatova called the ‘African electorate’. That was as unhelpful
as was Filatova’s claim that the ANC’s ‘African electorate’ would stay with
the ANC for the foreseeable future no matter what. The criticism should not
take away from what were, on the whole, prescient articles. The articles have
held up well on the whole and, thanks to the authors, we have something
against which to measure how far we have come.

Note
1. We now know was followed in 2006 by The Cold War: a new history (Penguin).

See Tony Judt’s review of The Cold War in The New York Review of Books, 23
March 2006.
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