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Crisis of South African liberation. In and beyond the Zuma era.1

Introduction

This paper, is a contribution towards finding a route to an emancipatory 

project. While that may be the goal, one has first to understand where one is and 

how one has arrived where one is at present. Anything one wishes to build must 

be grounded in the conditions that exist. While one may imagine any condition 

of life, for that to come into being, it must be grounded in where one departs 

or wishes to depart from. That is the continuity that is entailed in every rupture.

When this paper was first written last year and gradually revised until 

September 2010 there remained an atmosphere of euphoria or willingness to 

give the Jacob Zuma2 project a chance and a ‘new beginning’ and similar notions 

were used to describe the period. 

The inauguration of the Zuma government was met with considerable 

popular approval, hope and encouragement, or at least cautious optimism 

(as well as dread and contempt on the other hand). This paper attempts to 

move behind these sentiments to identify the character of the phenomenon, its 

potentialities that have not yet (fully) developed and its vulnerabilities and what 

possibilities these may open.

The Zuma government did not arise from nowhere as a totally autonomous 

project. We need to understand the extent to which the Zuma - led African 

National Congress (ANC) and government represented a rupture and continuity 

in the recent and overall history of the ANC, mode of its leadership and the 

democratic dispensation inaugurated in 1994. To what extent is it Zuma and/ or 

unfinished business of ANC history with which we are concerned? To what extent 

has the ANC itself made possible the elements of Zuma leadership which many 

find offensive or to what degree are they outcomes that were part of a range 

that could potentially have emanated from its history, evolving character and 

patterns of organisation? To what extent is it his personal agency with which we 

are preoccupied? What is the chain of causality? The final sections evaluate the 

present crisis and lessons to be drawn from this period, but also noting how the 

entire post-1990/4 conjunctures hang over and condition the unfolding of the 

present. It concludes by discussing elements of a potential emancipatory project.

1 The current paper is a sequel to R.Suttner, The African National Congress (ANC) as 
a dominant organisation: power and crisis of power. Studies on Political Parties and 
Democracy. ( Friedrich Ebert Stiftung. Mozambique. 2008).

2 Current African National Congress (ANC) and South African president.
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ANC and the notion of unity in recent history

For my own scholarship, it has another element and that is to problematise 

and re-examine many of the concepts and narratives that have been part of ANC 

and South African Communist Party (SACP) history and characterisations, for 

example the notions of National Democratic Revolution (NDR) and Colonialism 

of a Special Type (CST)3. Both relate to the characterisation of apartheid South 

Africa as a special type of colonial relationship, in that while replicating that of a 

conventional colony, coloniser and colonised inhabited the same territorial unit. 

This called for organisation and mobilisation of all sections of the nation- to- be 

for achieving a democratic order, understood to entail revolutionary seizure of 

the state4. I re-examine this partly because I have myself been one who advanced 

and inducted others into these approaches. I am not satisfied with my own 

previous understanding and am ready to re-think very many issues. 

This is not to say that if one finds something flawed, that it cannot be 

reconstructed or that simple dismissal is the best way of addressing those who 

have in good faith and under difficult conditions learnt a range of ways of 

understanding, to tell them that all of this is wrong. There is a distinction between 

finding flaws in characterisations like NDR and saying it should be discarded. NDR 

was developed as a characterisation of strategy at a particular historical moment. 

It may be that one can incorporate a reconstructed version of NDR as part of a 

new characterisation and strategic outlook. That requires further debate. But 

this willingness to open ourselves is in my view part of an emancipatory project 

to which this paper attempts to contribute. It is a question that is addressed to 

all democratic open-minded people, including interested cadres of the ANC and 

its allies. Finally it speaks to the very weak level of scholarship that purports to 

analyse the Zuma phenomenon.5

National liberation model. The paradigm within which I analyse the 

history and present of the ANC may be described as the National Liberation 

3 ANC. nd. c. 1980. Apartheid South Africa: Colonialism of a Special Type. SACP. 1962. The Road 
to South African Freedom. Programme of the South African Communist Party, adopted at the 
fifth national conference held inside the country in October-1962. (Distributed in miniaturized 
form within the country). Reprinted in South African Communists Speak. Documents from 
the South African Communist Party 1915-1980. Inkululeko Publications. London.1982.

4 ANC. Strategy and Tactics of the ANC. 1969 Morogoro, www.anc.org.za, SACP, The Path to Power. 
Programme of the South African Communist Party, (London, Inkululeko Publications. 1989).

5 See R.Suttner, ‘Understanding the Zuma phenomenon: a review article (forthcoming).
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Movement (NLM) model.6 It refers to NLMs being constituted and constituting 

themselves as the nation of the future. This is seen through their being described 

as the sole and authentic representative of the people of a particular country. 

Victory in elections are thus merely confirmation of what they already are and 

defeat in elections has to be measured against this self-construction and prior 

constitution as the bearers of nationhood by OAU, now AU or UN. This notion 

is found in various slogans referring to this character for example, ‘ANC is the 

nation’, or ‘Ghana is CPP, CPP is Ghana’ and many others. 

The nation tends to be one that treats the scope of NLM representativity as 

covering all social interests and thus hostile to sectoral organisations or identities 

that cannot be absorbed within the NLM conception of the nation. It is thus 

suspicious of pluralism.

The ANC was established as the South African Native National Congress 

(SANNC) in 1912 and although its history has been varied, a constant theme, which 

was periodically marred by splits and expulsions, has been the need for unity.

The SANNC was established as an African male organisation, women being 

consigned to support roles, but fully admitted in 1943 at a constitutional level, 

though participating de facto and outside the ANC at an earlier stage7. It appears 

that this early vision of the nation as a counter to the Union of South Africa of 

1910 with its white male electorate has never been adequately addressed in 

practice or in theory, in relation to the involvement of women and their general 

absence from the galaxy of ‘exemplary comrades’. 

The period after the establishment of the ANC saw the organisation weather 

a range of storms as earlier petitioning failed and it became practically dormant 

in the 1930s. It revived with the work of Dr AB Xuma as president and Rev (later 

Canon) James Calata, as Secretary General8 and the rise of the Youth League 

(YL), whose programme for mass organisation and mobilisation informed much 

6 See R Suttner, ‘Democratic consolidation in South Africa: the advice of the ‘experts’ Current 
Sociology, 2004. 52 (5), 755-774 at 765ff.

7 F. Ginwala, ‘Women and the African National Congress’ 1990, no8, Agenda, 77-93.J. 
Wells,  We now demand!  The history of women’s resistance to pass laws in South Africa.  
Johannesburg.  Witwatersrand University Press, 1993. C. Walker, Women and resistance in 
South Africa. 2 ed. (Cape Town. David Philip. 1991), N. Gasa, ‘Let them build more gaols’ in 
N.Gasa (ed)  Women in South African History.  HSRC Press. Cape Town. 2007, pp. 129-152.

8 Calata had in fact undertaken a Union wide organisational tour prior to the Xuma presidency 
and because of the conditions of the time, it took him three years to complete! P. Walshe, 
The rise of African nationalism in South Africa. (1970), 257
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of the politics of the 1950s.9 

That was a decade that started and ended with contesting allegiance to 

the apartheid state, first with the Defiance Campaign, and ending with the 

ANC declared illegal, but the organisation defying. This led to its following the 

SACP, already operating underground. But within a few years much of the early 

underground as well as that of the SACP was smashed. The leadership of the 

ANC was imprisoned and operationally shifted into exile. Contrary to much of 

the historiography, ANC activities continued within the country, with limited 

and gradually growing formal underground structures and an unknown but 

significant number of freelance ANC operatives, doing what they believed was 

in the interests of the ANC but not formally attached to the organisation.10 

The public banning of the ANC created space for the emergence of alternative 

public organisations, like Inkatha11, initially encouraged by the ANC and the fresh 

strands of thinking embraced by the black consciousness movement ( BCM)12, 

though the latter was to experience considerable repression as it developed. The 

working class made its re-emergence as a major force in strikes that broke out 

primarily in Durban in the early 1970s. The 1976 rising starting in Soweto schools 

spread throughout the country and led to the revival of popular struggle and 

exodus of many who joined the ANC. The infusion of new blood into mKhonto 

we Sizwe (Spear of the Nation, the ANC’s armed wing known as MK) came at a 

time when considerable demoralisation had started to set in. 13 the new young 

recruits were involved in a number of attacks on apartheid installations that 

created considerable excitement within the country.

9 See for example, G.Gerhart, Black Power in South Africa. The Evolution of an Ideology. 
University of California Press. Berkeley. 1978, chs 3,4 and generally

10 R.Suttner, The ANC Underground Johannesburg: Jacana. New York: Lynn Rienner. 2008, ch 
4, South African Democratic Education Trust (SADET), Road to Democracy in South Africa, 
vols 1 (Cape Town: Zebra Press. 2004 and2 (Pretoria: Unisa Press. 2006). 

11 Initially formed as a cultural organisation, it was revived as a political organisation in the 
early 1970s with a primary base in KwaZulu Natal, by Chief Mangosuthu (Gatsha) Buthelezi, 
mobilising on a mainly ethnic basis. See Mzala (JN. Nxumalo), Gatsha Buthelezi: chief with 
a double agenda. London. Zed books. 1988 and G Mare and G Hamilton, An appetite for 
power: Buthelezi’s Inkatha and South Africa. Johannesburg. Ravan Press. 1987

12 N.B.Pityana, M. Ramphele, M.Mpumlwana, L.Wilson,(eds). Bounds of Possibility. The Legacy 
of Steve Biko & Black Consciousness. David Philip. Cape Town. Zed Books. London. New 
York. 1991. S.C. Nolutshungu, Changing South Africa. Political Considerations. David Philip. 
Cape Town. Johannesburg. 1982, part 3, Gerhart, Black Power, ch8

13 H.Bernstein, The Rift. The Exile Experience of South Africans. Jonathan Cape. London1994. 
L. Callinicos, Luli. Oliver Tambo. Beyond the Engeli Mountains. David Philip. Claremont, for 
example chapter 11, A.Lissoni, ‘Transformations in the ANC external mission and Umkhonto 
we Sizwe, c 196-1969, Journal of Southern African Studies, 1009, 35,2, 287-301
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The late 1970s and early 1980s saw the rise of popular organisations and 

forms of struggle which grew in strength to such an extent that following the 

call of the ANC leadership, apartheid was made substantially ‘unworkable’ and 

the country was ‘ungovernable’. 

Towards negotiations

This rising led the exiled leadership to call on local leadership and supporters 

to raise the stakes even further through construction of ‘organs of popular power’. 

These were established in a range of forms, though local creativity surpassed 

what may have been envisaged. People’s power envisaged being founded mainly 

on street committees and other local structures and – in a sense – this was the 

first example of popular, direct democracy in South Africa.14 The ANC and SACP 

then officially called for an insurrection. This was urged daily by the ANC through 

broadcasts on Radio Freedom (located in neighbouring states and having a fairly 

substantial illegal listenership) and fairly widely circulating SACP publications 

like Umsebenzi (The Worker). It seemed apparent that governability was unlikely 

to be re-established. At the same time, this did not mean that the power of 

resistance was able to defeat ‘the enemy’ on the battlefield. 

In the meantime, the SACP conference, held in Cuba in 1989, mapped out 

and elaborated a strategy for achieving insurrection.15 This conference was chaired 

by Thabo Mbeki, and included delegates from inside the country. It had been 

preceded by inputs from inside, co-ordinated by Mac Maharaj, at the time still 

a member of the SACP and in his capacity as leader of Operation Vula, a special 

operation to connect external leadership with internal underground cadres.16

14 African National Congress (ANC). ‘Render South Africa Ungovernable! Message of the National 
Executive Committee of the African National Congress on the 73rd anniversary of the ANC, 
8 January 1985’, http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/history/or/or85-1.html, accessed on 16 July 
2006, ‘From Ungovernability to Peoples [sic] Power-1986. ANC Call to the People,’ http://
www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/history/ungovern.html, accessed on 16 July 2006, M. Neocosmos, 
‘From People’s Politics to State Politics: Aspects of National Liberation in South Africa’, in 
Adebayo O. Olukoshi (Ed). The Politics of Opposition in South Africa, (Uppsala: Nordic Africa 
Institute, 1998), 195-241, R.Suttner, ‘The UDF Period and its Meaning for Contemporary South 
Africa: Review Article’ Journal of Southern African Studies, 30(3) (September 2004), 691-702, 
‘Legacies and Meanings of the United Democratic Front (UDF) Period for Contemporary South 
Africa’ in Hendricks, Cheryl and Lushaba, Lwazi (ed), From National Liberation to Democratic 
Renaissance in Southern Africa. (Codesria. Dakar, 2005), 59-82.

15 SACP . The Path to Power, op cit.

16 P. O’Malley, Shades of difference. (New York. Viking. 2007), chs 11-17. Jenkin, Tim. Talking to 
Vula. The Story of the Secret Underground Communication Network of Operation Vula. Articles 
from Mayibuye, reproduced on 1995. http://wwww.anc.org.za/ancdocs/history/vula.html
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Unknown to most individuals inside, and arousing some suspicion among 

those who knew or sensed it outside, talks with the government had begun, 

inside the country by Nelson Mandela 17and outside by Thabo Mbeki and Jacob 

Zuma, meeting with apartheid intelligence officials. 18

There are some procedural necessities in initiating talks that lead to 

negotiations. One cannot start such a process by public announcement if one 

wants to succeed. It is often a condition of success that much happens in camera, 

at least initially. Nevertheless Mandela had always said that he had initiated 

talks without consultation because he knew that had he consulted he would 

have been stopped. This is an important statement, which may be vindicated in 

retrospect by a relatively successful result in achieving a democratic constitution. 

But it raises questions about collective leadership (a concept, which of course 

needs itself to be problematised), which would reappear from time to time.19 

Allister Sparks captures with an element of exaggeration of ‘autocratic qualities’, 

Mandela’s attitude to what he perceived as the necessity to take advantage of 

what he saw as differences within the government:

 Mandela knew that the vast majority of ANC members, and even most of 

the leadership would not understand this. ...For though he pays passionate 

lip service to democracy- and always tries to ensure the broadest possible 

support for all he does-he is by nature an autocrat. This was one case 

where autocracy was the best policy.

 Mandela did not let his colleagues know that he was talking to the enemy 

until nearly two years later. By then, although no one could have known it 

at the time, the outlines of the future deal were already becoming clear. 20 

17 N. Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom. The Autobiography of Nelson Mandela. Macdonald 
Purnell. Randburg.1994, part 10, A.Sparks, Tomorrow Is Another Country. The inside story of 
South Africa’s Negotiated Settlement. (London Arrow Books., 1997). P.Waldmeir, Anatomy 
of a Miracle. The End of Apartheid and the Birth of the New South Africa. (London, Penguin 
Books, 1997). 

18 J. Sanders, Apartheid’s Friends. The rise and fall of South Africa’s secret service. Johns 
Murray. London. 2006, chapter 14.

19 This was in some respects a return to the patterns of intervention of the young Nelson 
Mandela in the 1950s, acting outside of policy of the organisation. Then he was a young 
man, now he was an organisational leader. See R. Suttner, ‘(Mis) understanding Mandela’, 
39, 2, (December 2007), African Historical Review, 107-130. In Long Walk, Mandela, more 
or less withdraws apologies made to the leadership of the 1950s, concluding that he had 
been correct.

20 Sparks, Tomorrow, 94
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Equally, while the talks in Europe were apparently initiated with Tambo’s 

approval, the then MK Chief of Staff, Chris Hani and others raised objections to 

the lack of report-backs21 .

There was an element of deception in a situation where an insurrectionary 

platform for the SACP was being initiated, with some leading participants, like 

Mbeki, Zuma, A Pahad (all Central Committee members at the time) involved in 

parallel processes to avert this.

For those who were throwing themselves in the face of armoured vehicles, 

gunfire and being tortured, the news of talks smacked of an element of cynicism 

and left much bitterness after 1990. The ANC, in fact, handled the transition 

badly, with insufficient sensitivity towards those inside as well as MK in particular, 

many of the latter and their supporters (mistakenly) believing that if they had 

been left to fight they could have achieved military victory. This was exacerbated 

by further concessions, at leadership level.22

That the possibility of a negotiated settlement had been reached is wrongly 

attributed to the foresight of two great men, de Klerk and Mandela. Great as 

Mandela may be, the range of forces, national and international, legal and illegal, 

peaceful and armed, arrayed against apartheid compelled the apartheid regime 

to concede the unbanning of organisations. But they did so on an unequal basis, 

aiming to ensure that the ANC was disabled by violent attacks, which is reported 

on by various commissions and films of the 1990s.23 

It was this combination of factors acting against apartheid that enabled 

the ANC to start talks and win elections in 1994. Chief Albert Luthuli (later to 

become Africa’s first Nobel Prize winner) in 1951, when Natal President of the 

ANC referred to the slogan of the year being ‘speak from strength’, meaning 

being backed by well organised structures, of men and women.24 The truth is 

that Mandela, beyond his great skills, was able to speak with power behind him. 

Rebuilding the ANC and negotiations

21 V.Shubin, ANC. A view from Moscow, 2 ed. Johannesburg. (Jacana Media. 2008.) at 255.

22 This impression is based on personal participation in activities at the time, as ANC head of 
Political Education, which took me to a variety of parts of the country and involved full-time 
work in the ANC.

23 Sparks, Tomorrow, for example at 171, Waldmeir, Anatomy 206, J.Gordin, Zuma. A 
biography. Johannesburg, Jonathan Ball, 2 ed. 2008), for example at 51ff 

24 G.J.Pillay. (Ed), Voices of Liberation. Vol 1. Albert Lutuli. (Pretoria. HSRC, 1993), 41. 
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Put briefly, the process of legalisation created a mammoth task for the 

ANC. It could not simply pick up from 1960 and draw in new members on the 

same basis. The conditions were totally new. The international conjuncture had 

also changed with the gradual collapse of the Communist Party states, headed 

by the USSR, on whose support the ANC had counted. 

At the same time the organisation brought together individuals from a 

range of political traditions – exiled civilians and bureaucrats, MK, underground, 

popular democratic and other actors.

All of these forms of struggle or involvement in the ANC entailed varying 

modes of operation, more or less democratic or hierarchical, conspiratorial or 

open, including patronage networks of various types or highly ideological or 

other forms of connecting individuals to one another. Binding these traditions 

together was difficult, and the early trends of ANC leadership after 1990 set 

a pattern which tended to cast the membership and the masses generally in 

a passive role, no longer as a popular force. These would be a reserve army to 

be called on where necessary, to be informed of victories, which they should 

applaud or into which they would make limited input.

The membership and supporters cannot be involved in every element of 

organisational activity. The question essentially was whether there was any 

conscious attempt to ensure mass-centred and driven activities. The answer, 

I believe, is that this combination of popular and representative democratic 

activity is always difficult, but that it met with resistance at the top, from the 

time of Mandela’s presidency and more so under Mbeki/Zuma leadership, that is, 

treating them as one up till 2005.

New conjuncture. Election of ANC- led government and 
downgrading of ANC as organisation

When elections were held, yet another change of conjuncture arose with 

the establishment of the ANC as government and the downgrading of the 

importance of the ANC as organisation. Crucial policy developments such as 

the adoption of the Growth Economic and Redistribution policy (GEAR) in 1996, 

were not passed through ANC constitutional structures but simply announced 

in a manner that made these both government and ANC policies, referred to by 

both Mandela and then Finance Minister, Trevor Manuel as ‘non-negotiable’. 25 

25 CDE, 1997 Centre for Development and Enterprise (CDE). 1997. Gearing up for great 
challenge, http://www.cde.org.za/print_version.php?a_id=204&PHPSESSID=d5 Accessed 4 
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Whatever the centralised nature of the Mbeki period, much of the 

foundations had been laid by Mandela. Mandela may be one of the greatest 

figures in history. Considered in the context of internal organisational democracy 

he would certainly counsel cadres to abide by the collective. But his own example 

in the early days and in a different form in early negotiations and his presidency 

constantly demonstrated the practice of or asserted his right to override 

constitutional decisions of the organisation. There is no doubt that Mandela had 

the prestige to see himself through such situations in a way that Mbeki could 

not. Mbeki was seen as a mortal with many flaws. The centralised propensities of 

Mandela were interpreted as virtues insofar as many of the decisions, displacing 

the organisation or not, had an element of farsighted leadership, where he saw 

the need to compromise or talk where others did not and refused to wait for 

those to whom he was theoretically accountable.26 

As indicated, collectivism cannot be absolutised and it may be that in 

studying or being in a revolutionary organisation, there are contexts that have 

not been adequately considered in evaluating the applicability of the notion. This 

debate requires more consideration than can be given now, beyond noting the 

impact that collective leadership has on the understanding and often conscience 

of the individual cadre.27 We need to note also that collectivism is a feature of 

all organisations in that once decisions are taken they are supposed to bind 

all members and in most organisations there are cases of individual leaders 

overriding such collectives. This was the case in Tony Blair’s entering war in Iraq 

without caucus approval.28 

The ANC as an organisation became insignificant as a driver of policies 

from the moment of taking office in 1994. Insofar as its conferences decided 

on particular issues, whether or not they were implemented depended on 

the individual ministers. There was a continuation and expansion of pre-1990 

patronage networks but also inclusion in high positions of individuals who may 

only have joined the ANC in the 1990s. 

In this context, the SACP and COSATU were initially vibrant and revisited 

June 2009

26 The analogy of a shepherd ‘going ahead of the flock’ is used in A.Sampson, Mandela. The 
Authorised Biography. London HarperCollins Publishers. 1999, 346, 352, also cited by T. 
Lodge, Mandela. A critical life, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2006), 157, and is argued to 
be a flawed comparison in Suttner, ‘(Mis) understanding Mandela’, 114-116.

27 Suttner, ANC underground, ch 7

28 R. McKibbin, “Why did he risk it?” London Review of Books 3 April 2003, http://lrb.co.uk./
v25n07/print/mcki01_.html
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many of their ideas or made important interventions. This related in the case of 

the SACP to its attempts to rethink the path to socialism in light of the collapse in 

Eastern Europe and to develop an indigenous Marxism.29 In the case of COSATU, 

this was evident, amongst other places, in submissions to parliament on macro-

economic policies.30. But the two organisations believed they were pushed to the 

sidelines, and, as they said, treated like ‘small boys’ by Mbeki. 31. It was common 

in the Mbeki/Zuma pre-2005 leadership for tripartite alliance meetings to be 

called and for these to be cancelled just as some were about to travel from other 

parts of the country to attend. 

The Shaik trial, Zuma dismissal, demagoguery. 

After a year or two of democratic rule, a range of longstanding ANC veterans 

left jobs under clouds or allegations of wrongdoing were convicted or appear 

to have used office or connections to enrich themselves in one way or another. 

Many of the allegations, convictions, or dismissals from office surrounded the 

arms deal, where arms were procured with allegations or proof that there were 

payoffs or the Travelgate scandal where MPs defrauded parliament in some 

cases by R 250,000 or more (and some of these have been appointed to chair 

parliamentary committees now). 

Shabir Shaik, member of a family that had played a significant role in 

the liberation struggle was convicted of fraud, and much of this related to his 

dealings with Zuma.32 Zuma was not in Shaik’s trial. However, when judgement 

was delivered the court found that Shaik and Zuma were in a relationship that 

entailed passing of wealth to Zuma for reasons that could not be explained on a 

contractual or other legal basis. 

Mbeki acted after judgment, dismissing Zuma as state deputy president, 

29 SACP Strategy document of 1995, which does not appear to be on the website www.sacp.
org.za. This conference developed the slogan ‘Socialism is the future-build it now!’. The last 
three words represented a departure from the instrumentalist approach where there would 
be one key moment when there would be seizure or transfer of a thing called power and all 
else before was of little consequence and all that mattered would follow.

30 See various documentary interventions on their website: www.cosatu.org.za

31 Personal communication from SACP leadership figures in early 21st century. I cannot give 
precise dates since this was during a series of meetings with individuals, where these 
perceptions were commonly held. Since 2006 I do not have such relationships.

32 Despite his infatuation with Zuma, Gordin, Zuma gives a fairly comprehensive account of the 
extent of the Shaik handouts to Zuma and his alleged involvement in bribery during the arms 
deal, ch 9.
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while he remained ANC deputy president with curtailed powers33. There was 

a sense of outrage among sections of the ANC support base, who believed 

that Zuma was a victim of a conspiracy on the part of Mbeki to deny Zuma the 

presidency, and mass demonstrations occurred where images of Mbeki were burnt.

The SACP and COSATU leadership involved themselves deeply in this rising 

against the ANC and state presidency. Zuma himself was quick to step into the 

role of a popular leader who differed from Mbeki in listening to the people, not 

being aloof and promising to attend to the needs of the poor. This approach 

found resonance in the 2005 ANC National General Council (NGC) where some 

of Zuma’s ANC powers were restored.34

The SACP and COSATU leaderships depicted Zuma as part of a socialist 

project, belied by Zuma’s record, along with his long- time partner Mbeki, who 

had both left the SACP as central committee members in 1990.35 Later in the year 

preparations were made to prosecute Zuma for corruption and other charges.

In the meantime, however, in late 2005, a woman unsuccessfully laid a 

charge of rape against Zuma. The trial was conducted in a classic sexist manner, 

with the rape complainant being transformed into the accused, where her ‘sexual 

history’ (in fact cases of abuse) was allowed as evidence.36 

Zuma did not act with modesty or humility, emerging from the court room 

daily to sing what was now called his favourite song (forgotten between 1990 

and the trial), meaning in English ‘bring me my machine gun’, having both phallic 

and militaristic overtones37. This type of violent masculinist representation would 

become emblematic of the Zuma era.

Having been acquitted then, Zuma repeatedly appeared in court between 

2006 and 2009 with his corruption charges dismissed or reinstated on technical 

grounds. While both COSATU and SACP had substantial programmatic documents, 

their leaders devoted much of their time to following Zuma to almost every court 

case and rally.

33 It was widely believed that the ANC NEC had reduced his powers while Rev. Frank Chikane, 
Director General in Mbeki’s presidency claims that Zuma in fact volunteered to step back 
from some of these, See series of article in The Star newspaper, from 14 July 2010, available 
on www.iol.co.za. 

34 See Frank Chikane op cit

35 See Gordin on the affinities between Zuma and Mbeki at 47,56,62

36 See Suttner, ‘The Jacob Zuma Rape Trial’, Nordic journal of feminist and gender research, 17, 
3, 2009, 222-236.

37 ibid
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Personally I did not expect Zuma to rise to leadership of the ANC and the 

country, at this time, given that his organisational base appeared unclear.38 But I 

under-estimated the extent of opposition to Mbeki being mobilised for electoral 

purposes. It is puzzling that after 1994 ANC organisational capacity appears 

to have been very limited. Yet it could muster effective machinery in elections, 

internally and nationally. 

No political victory.

These court and political events formed the backdrop to the ANC conference 

of December 2007 in Polokwane, when a new ANC leadership election was held 

and Mbeki was defeated by Zuma. It saw the election of a large number of 

individuals with shady or actual criminal backgrounds, others who had never had 

grievances against Mbeki until they fell out of favour and lost their jobs, or were 

disaffected for other non-political reasons, or saw the turn of the tide towards Zuma. 

In general the character of the Zuma project was not a political alternative 

counterposed to that of Mbeki. It carried considerable ambiguity in its populism, 

capable of presentation by leftist allies as being sympathetic to socialism, but the 

business pages of newspapers providing continued assurances to capital.

The notion of serious discussion of people-driven policies and development 

has never been considered theoretically and practically and the elections of 

2009 involved contestation over limitations of government delivery. The Zuma-

led government claimed to be prepared to meet that need – but not by mass 

involvement (though aspects of popular participation were referred to in Zuma’s 

inaugural speech39), but primarily by restructuring of ministries, visits to examine 

delivery and other versions of that orientation. 40 At present there is projection 

of future izimbizos –meetings to interact with communities. This is a practice 

followed by former president Thabo Mbeki, which is not the same as popularly 

initiated meetings or activities, but state managed.41

38 See See R.Suttner, `African National Congress (ANC): Attainment of power, post liberation 
phases and current crisis’ Historia, 52:2, May 2007, at 34ff and 39-40.

39 J Zuma, , ’Address by His Excellency Mr. Jacob Zuma on the occasion of his Inauguration as 
fourth President of the Republic of South Africa, 2009’, http://www.thepresidency.gov.za/
main.asp?include=president/sp/2009, accessed, 17 June 2009

40 M.Jara, paper delivered to Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, seminar, Maputo, November 2009

41 See Suttner, ‘African National Congress op cit at 40.
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What are the major characteristics of the Zuma era?

Deideologisation

Despite the ferocity and fervour with which the battle for leadership was 

fought, it was essentially distinct from previous ruptures in ANC history, all of 

which as with Zuma also contained continuities with the organisation’s past. The 

rise of the ANC Youth League in the 1940s, the Defiance Campaign of 1952, 

the breakaway of the Africanists in 1959, the declaration and defiance of the 

illegality of the ANC in 1960, the start of armed struggle in 1961 and various 

other significant phases of ANC history were marked by strong political issues 

being contested.

This has not been the case in the rise of Zuma. It was initially proclaimed 

as an ideological battle but this was essentially through misrepresenting the 

character of the project. The failure of their leaders to openly and thoroughly 

interrogate and present what was being offered, led the workers and the poor 

to follow their leaders and support what they thought was on offer but to get 

something else which to this date has offered very little that is different from the 

past and has not addressed their major problems, as has been complained of by 

one of the initial backers, General Secretary of Cosatu, Vavi and fellow unionists.

Insofar as the masses were induced to vote for a product which proved to be 

quite different from what was delivered, we may see this as akin to stolen elections 

or misrepresentation in the law of contract, which may be fraudulent or innocent. 

Violence of ANC and state and attack on constitutionalism

The current ANC leadership inaugurated a period of unprecedented 

threats and incitements to violence and other forms of lawlessness and political 

intolerance, during the election and in a different way after entering government. 

This initially emanated particularly from the ANC and Communist youth sections 

but very little was said to dissociate the ANC leadership from such statements 

or, if there were reprimands, similar statements would quickly follow. ANCYL 

president Julius Malema, SACP Youth leader, Buti Manamela, COSATU leader 

Zwelinzima Vavi all chanted ‘Kill for Zuma!’ in his presence, in the face of then 

pending fraud charges. Zuma is said to have beamed. He reprimanded the youth 

for showing their buttocks to the cameras at the YL conference, but said nothing 
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about the call to violence.42 

The ANC leadership asserts that its duty to struggle history and legacies 

needs to be manifested by singing songs including words like ‘kill the boer!’ 

The word boer meaning farmer connoted all figures of authority, in particular 

military, prison and police officials, whether Afrikaans or English speaking whites 

or others who collaborated with the security forces. Such songs were part of 

a war situation. The country is now supposedly at peace and without peace, 

democracy and constitutionalism are unsustainable. There is an air of recklessness, 

creating an umbrella for legitimate preservation/protection of struggle history to 

be equated with war talk and hate speech.43

Whether or not Zuma approves of every act or statement or none is irrelevant 

in that his ‘super masculine’ image and self-depiction and the general aura of 

militarism, creates an atmosphere that is conducive to acts of aggression.

Violence has official stamp of approval

The Minister of Police has indicated that police should not hesitate to shoot, 

fearing media responses or human rights groups, in dealing with crime.44 This has 

now been formulated in a range of ways, by MECs and the new Commissioner of 

Police. Military ranks have now been re-introduced for the ‘war’ against crime. 

This is a part of reversing gains of post 1994 constitutionalism, where the police 

were demilitarised. The desire for greater use of lethal firepower is clear.

The period has seen a flood of defections from the previous Mbeki camp 

to Zuma, and the continued creation of an atmosphere of fear and disrespect 

for constitutionalism, manifested in repeated attacks and ill-judged statements 

about the courts. It is significant that the threats and actions do not merely arise 

from the ANC as organisation, as in the notorious statement of Secretary-General, 

Mantashe, that the courts were ‘counter-revolutionary’ and in reaction to court 

orders regarding singing the song with words ‘kill the boer!’ There are now steps 

taken by the government, which are causing disquiet and a sense of insecurity. 

This is on the one hand, part of the new style but was part of the Mbeki 

era, when similar statements emerged from minister and deputy minister, Steve 

42 M.Makhanya, ‘Fear for South Africa as the Zuma cult gathers momentum’, Sunday Times 6 
July 2008

43 R.Suttner, ‘Violence: necessity or virtue’, Mail &Guardian (Johannesburg), May 14-20, 2010, 33.

44 The Sunday Independent 17 May 2009, ‘Army to join crime war’
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Tshwete and Susan Shabangu. Whenever its origins may be it is also a sense of 

indifference to constitutional rights. Each constitutional right has to be protected 

with cognisance of all others. This is not being articulated. 

The fight against crime does not have one solution. To shoot more people 

cannot be the first option in a state engaged in an emancipatory project. This 

is not the way a democratic government operates. It should know that there 

are a range of approaches especially if it has a democratic basis and draws on 

neighbourhoods in a structured and organised manner. 45 

The statements illustrate dramatically the lack of breadth and depth and 

democratic commitment and awareness in sections of the Zuma leadership. Many 

do not show their hand obviously, but it is clear that the notion of enhancing 

constitutional gains, in the sense of enlarging the scope of democratic rights is 

not imprinted in their minds.

Impunity of Zuma under the law

Shortly before the elections on 6 April 2009, all of Zuma’s many charges 

of fraud, money laundering, bribery and others, were withdrawn by the Acting 

Director of National Public Prosecutions, (NPA) Mr Moketedi Mpshe. (Mpshe 

has subsequently been rewarded after the Minister of Justice, Jeff Radebe, 

‘shopped around’ to find a court division which would accommodate Mpshe as 

a judge.) Withdrawal was on the basis of telephone conversations which ‘fell 

into the hands of the defence.’ The conversations were mainly between the 

former director of the NPA, Bulelani Ngcuka and head of investigations Leonard 

McCarthy. The conversations related, not to the substance of the case, but to 

timing, when Zuma should be charged. The integrity of the case itself, which 

had been prepared over years, was acknowledged to be free of any interference. 

The withdrawal meant that Mpshe had decided that the allegations would not 

be tested by the courts and that the legal relevance of these illegally obtained 

telephone conversations was decided by the NPA and not the courts. The legality 

of this decision has been questioned by one of the most eminent South African 

45 M. Marks &J.Wood, ‘South African Policing at a Crossroads: The case for “minimal” and 
“minimalist” public police’, 2010, Theoretical Criminology (forthcoming),J.Steinberg, 
‘Military ranks for police at war with young black men’, Sunday Times, 28 March 2010, 
Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation, Submission to the Department of 
Justice. Re: The Draft Criminal Procedure Amendment Bill containing proposals on the 
amendment of Section ,49 of the Criminal Procedure Act. 18 March 2010, prepared by 
David Bruce.
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advocates, Wim Trengove S.C., part of the prosecution team. 46

This was followed by the highly controversial appointment of disgraced 

former director general of Justice, Menzi Simelane as head of the NPA, an 

appointment contested by professional legal bodies as well as political opposition. 

Simelane’s elevation despite findings of a commission headed by former Speaker 

Dr Frene Ginwala, that he lacked integrity, is a signal that Zuma sought and 

expects to have impunity against any attempt at resurrecting his charges. 

Already prosecution entailing millions of rands have been withdrawn from Fana 

Hlongwane in recent months, a man who was alleged to have received large 

sums of money as commissions during the arms deal. The decision in some ways 

undermines the findings of a judicial decision and that of previous investigations 

within the Asset Forfeiture unit of the NPA. Prosecutors involved in Zuma’s fraud 

charges have been demoted and then reinstated in the face of court action.47 

Big spending on items for personal use, corruption, pa-
tronage and irregularities institutionalised 

At a superficial level the spending patterns of individual ministers in the 

new cabinet has burst the bubble of this being a government that cares for the 

poor. From early on Ministers bought top of the range cars with many extras 

and the outcry that followed did not deter others from following suit. Likewise 

months have been spent by a range of ministers in luxurious hotels and incurring 

heavy entertainment expenses often on matters of relatively little importance.

There are also continued revelations of alleged corruption and tender 

rigging. Without examining the details, the daily media coverage indicates a 

trend to turn relatives into millionaires or billionaires and to do likewise with 

others close to the presidency and indeed Ministers as well as other leaders 

of the ANC. Many of these people have been awarded tenders without any 

experience in the area of business concerned. Some have created health hazards 

through mining or provided substandard services and are facing litigation. Some 

46 On the illegality of Acting head of the NPA, Moketedi Mpshe’s withdrawal of charges and 
the acquisition of tapes, see W.Trengove, SC. Transcript of taped talk at University of Cape 
Town attacking decision of National Prosecuting Authority to withdraw charges against 
J.Zuma as unlawful. (Unpublished and untitled, 2009.). In author’s possession and available 
on request.

47 ‘ Simelane guns for crime buster. NPA boss clears out staff taking on ‘uncomfortable 
prosecutions’. Sunday Times, 4 April 2010, Zelda Venter, ‘Simelane backs down on 
prosecutors’. The Star April 5, 2010.
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appear to have been partially cleared of some allegations in a very abstruse 

document of an individual constitutional official, the Public Protector. But that 

has been shown to be flawed in an article in the City Press.48 

The revelations of ANCYL president Malema and Minister of Communications, 

General Siphiwe Nyanda’s access to tenders involving huge sums of money has 

led to further information and allegations or proof of irregularities or excessive 

spending of public monies about a range of other leaders and awarding of 

tenders under dubious circumstances. It has also seen dismissal of leaders of 

parastatals or controversy around them. The recent dismissal of the aspirant 

CEO of Transnet, Siyabonga Gama, was at first a battleground where at least 

one of the beneficiaries of an irregular award of a contract of R 18 m in Gama’s 

period as head of the freight rail division of Transnet was a company with 

direct involvement of General Nyanda. It may have been regular to award the 

contract without tender had it been up to R 10 m. This raises the issue of how 

it is that General Nyanda and similar individuals are positioned to benefit from 

such contracts even if they had been within the powers of Gama, while not 

possessing unique qualities not found in anyone else in this world. Elements 

of such preferential treatment are not new, in the practice of government or 

business in that members and heads of boards are often individuals with limited 

business expertise but perceived as having connections. 

This has been an ongoing part of post 1994 ANC government and business 

in that individuals leave ANC or government positions and chair companies and 

are paid R 250,000 or more just to chair each meeting. Many ANC leaders or 

their family received shares from slain underworld business person, Brett Kebble. 

Aspirant ANC presidential candidate Tokyo Sexwale (who was then campaigning 

for ANC presidency) handed out shares to a range of people in or connected to 

supposedly influential individuals, including Tutukile Skweyiya, wife of former 

minister now High commissioner to the UK and a very wealthy business person 

herself. When confronted by his wife receiving such shares, Zola Skweyiya said she 

received the same number of shares as other ANC cadres. This is one of a number 

of situations where she benefited in allegedly irregular ways49. Who counts as an 

ANC cadre and one may ask how many of these people received any such shares? 

At the time of writing it emerges that Transnet, ESKOM, SAA (respectively 

48 ‘Malema, tenders and the public protector’ City Press 22 August 2010, http:www.citypress.
co.za/Politics/Malema-tenders-and-the Publi…

49 Makhudu Sefara, ‘Minister in R 70bn tender fix’, April 27 2008, http://www.fin24.com/
Economy/Minister -in -R70bn-tender-fix-200...
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transport, electricity and airways parastatals) and a range of other parastatals, 

all in deep financial troubles have spent vast amounts of money in buying tickets 

for their leading executives and others for the World cup. While labour threatens 

or takes strike action for rises that are depicted as being at the expense of 

the unemployed, the executives of parastatals and other companies awarded 

themselves billions in bonuses and salaries. Ministers are reported to earn R 

143,000 per month, according to COSATU General Secretary, Vavi.

The award of such tenders or financial benefits or positions is contentious 

for other reasons. While there may be irregularity, there is also competition over 

who should derive the benefits. Over time it has become very difficult for Zuma 

to balance the claims made on the basis of previous promises or undertakings 

and other demands that need to be addressed for governmental stability and 

economic management in a recession. There appear to be doubts over the extent 

to which he has been in control or whether he hovers between the advice of 

conflicting factions (not divided by ideology, but greed!) which seek to influence 

him. This may have reached paralysis in many respects-at the top. It is frequent 

to speak of the president as absent. 

But much has been happening below top leadership that has impacted 

negatively on constitutionalism and a range of other matters of government or 

tolerance/intolerance of practices in the society at large.

Lack of financial accountability. Media have exposed undeclared income 

of a range of politicians. Zuma expressed unhappiness about life style audits that 

had been done informally on ANCYL President J.Malema and even questioned 

his needing, as president, to sign a declaration of interests, based on a law that 

he had signed when acting president in 2000. He does not appear to sense 

nor do his advisers that these reactions erode what confidence remains in his 

integrity. Seen together with the illegal withdrawal of fraud charges, there are 

big questions that hang over Zuma personally. At the point of writing he has not 

complied with a demand from the Public protector to rectify this matter.

Media ambiguous role, in many ways gives credibility

The media and commentators tend to give credibility to Zuma ‘stepping in’ 

or ‘clamping down’ on corruption or starting this or that campaign for moral 

regeneration. How can someone who has himself eluded corruption charges, 

whose relatives are key beneficiaries, raised from nothing to billionaires be a 

serious leader of a clampdown? The media while sometimes raising questions 
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in editorials have headlines or commentaries which treat such initiatives as 

praiseworthy or measure continuation of the patterns of irregularity as part of 

a break from the ‘campaign’ he ‘leads’. Should they not be assuming that any 

campaign initiated by a dodgy character is flawed ab initio and not entertain it 

as credible? How many times does this have to be demonstrated, as it is in every 

newspaper every day?

Attack on media freedom

On the other hand, sections of the media are skilled at investigative 

journalism. Media exposure of a range of irregularities and activities of ANC 

leadership has been followed by ANC proposals to establish a media tribunal 

and to introduce new legislation to withhold information from being made 

public. That the media has a narrow ownership base as in all capitalist states and 

exacerbated by the apartheid legacy is a fact, raised as one of the reasons for 

restriction by Communist leadership. But there is a relative autonomy at the level 

of the media, where editors and staff have a certain space to introduce data and 

debate that enhance public awareness and democratic thinking and broaden the 

base of our democracy. 

It is open to question whether they do in fact do this in that most of the 

newspapers cover stories primarily in the big cities and not in great depth and 

the commentaries are mainly by individuals who have been there for decades. 

This is very much like the gate keeping of the academic community where old 

hands have an easy passage through editorial barriers and new entrants do not, 

unless they are variants of the old. This is not purely a white/black or capitalist/

communist issue but whether or not commentary involves buddy networks, 

enhances or deepens our understanding. Much of the commentary is very 

superficial and this is so because the old hacks churn out variants of what they 

have always written, irrespective of the conditions and the new entrants are in 

one or other network and once in there they stay and there is a reluctance or 

fear to entertain complexity. Too often the government discourse is the starting 

point for any discussion. Surely analysts need to have their own framework and 

fit any other discourse within that?

Violence and the rule of law

While there was patronage under Mbeki there is patronage and considerably 
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more corruption and higher tolerance of criminality and violence. The election 

saw ANC breaking up meetings of the newly formed Congress of the People 

(COPE) and using hate speech to attack its leaders. The winning of the elections 

in the Western Cape by the Democratic Alliance (DA) has seen the MK veterans 

and Youth League declare on more than one occasion that they would make the 

province ‘ungovernable’. This has not earned a reprimand from leadership.

It is true that the DA government of the Western Cape has not distinguished 

itself at the level of consultation with communities, but the call for ungovernability 

challenges constitutionalism and legality and ought not to be tolerated in a state 

founded on the rule of law.

Patriarchalism triumphant

The rise of the Zuma phenomenon is deeply patriarchal and tied to the 

scourge of violent masculinities. These are manifested in a number of phenomena 

that precede the rise of Zuma, such as high violent crime and gender based 

violence (GBV)50, gangsterism and so on. 

The violent masculinities of individuals emulate the official emphasis 

on violent solutions and the tough man in town approach to resolving social 

problems. I am not suggesting that every boy will follow any specific example of 

manhood and their agency needs exploration.51 

What we are dealing with is that the ANC, while making commendable 

advances, has never confronted feminism, patriarchy and gender in their fullest 

extent. It has dealt primarily with women’s advancement in institutions, non-

sexism and women’s emancipation as a generalised commitment, without any in 

depth analysis of patriarchy as a structural and systemic issue, entailing a range 

of processes in a number of spaces. 

The private/public divide has never been thoroughly analysed and the 

advancement of women has been through quantitative advance within male 

institutions and organisations and protective legislation (operating with many 

flaws). This has been the primary theme of Women’s Day 9 August 2010. Cherryl 

50 See, for example, H.Britton, ‘Organising against Gender Violence in South Africa’, Journal of 
Southern African Studies’, 32, 1, 2006, 145-63, C, Bendall, ‘The domestic violence epidemic 
in South Africa: legal and practical remedies.’ Women’s Studies, 39,2, 201, 100-118

51 Katherine Wood and Rachel Jewkes, ‘Violence, Rape and Sexual Coercion: Everyday Love 
in a South African Township’, in S.M. Whitehead and F.J Barrett, The Masculinities Reader 
(Cambridge, Polity. 2001), 138-9.
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Walker indicates, however that the Communist Party (CPSA), from very early in its 

existence had women members and even raised the question of the relationship 

between the domestic and public. But this was not consistent nor followed 

through. 52 The current SACP has shown, since the Zuma rape trial, more or less 

complete abandonment of its own legacy and especially that of the assassinated 

SACP leader, Chris Hani on gender sensitivity.53 Protective legislation lacks teeth, 

despite the enactment of the important Domestic Violence Act, amongst others.

The ANC and government placed great weight on its attempts to advance 

the number of women in various positions of government and other structures. 

This has constituted an important advance. But they have failed to locate the 

quantitative questions adequately within the qualitative nature of patriarchal 

domination and multiple relationships which patriarchy entails, including the 

notion of masculinities which is left unscrutinised. Consequently there is a dearth 

of analytical, philosophical foundations and coherent policy on the very nature 

and complexity of patriarchal relations and their transformation. It also does not 

confront the reality that some women elected to high office practise patriarchal 

modes of domination towards both men and women, as the institutional culture 

and practice are in fact shaped and informed by patriarchalism. The domestic 

sphere remains unchallenged as the space of women, whether working or not. 

An official advertisement of the Department of Trade and Industry uses the home 

maker stereotype to reinforce this division. In a special supplement for Women’s 

month their advertorial has a story ‘Women boost tourism with house-proud 

hospitality’ It refers to a ‘woman’s touch taking hospitality to new heights...’, 

thus reinforcing the location of women in specific job categories but also their 

role in the domestic. It also reinforces stereotypes of femininity, in referring to 

the ‘feminine touch’ and their location in ‘sewing’.54 

Patriarchy and compulsory heterosexuality.

The failure to adequately problematise the relationships entailed in patriarchy 

has also meant that heterosexuality continues to be understood as normality and 

freedom of sexual orientation now legally permitted has not in practice provided 

52 C. Walker, Women and resistance in South Africa. Op cit, ch 4, 47

53 Suttner, ‘Zuma rape trial’ op cit. The word gender is there but there is no drive on the issue.

54 Supplement for Women’s month in City Press, 22 August 2010. 
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protection to those who are victimised because of their alternative sexualities.55 

The relationship between gender and sexualities had not been articulated 

nor theorised. Non-heterosexual relationships were not acknowledged in the 

banned ANC and insofar as these existed, were more or less ‘underground, 

underground’56. This has meant that the constitutional provisions protecting 

these rights do not have a strong socio-political grounding.57

Despite the legal right to freedom of sexual orientation, non-heterosexual 

identities cannot be practised with consistent legal protection or adequate support 

in the event of victimisation. There is an epidemic of murders of African lesbians. 

Support services for homosexuals and transgendered or individuals making other 

non-heterosexual choices are essentially unfriendly and in some cases medical 

doctors have ‘outed’ the individuals and thereby endangered their lives.58

“Culture” and patriarchal oppression

A range of issues while also requiring separate attention all link up with 

gender and sexual oppression. These include cultural essentialism and the type 

of religiosity that is being advanced. This is not merely romantic and static in 

relation to the African past, but many of the manifestations breed hostility 

towards gender rights and sexuality choices. 

This is evident in the apparent open revival of the custom of ukuthwala, 

meaning the waylaying of a young girl or woman and abducting her and seducing 

or raping her, either to present parents with a fait accompli (with the woman’s 

consent) in order to induce them to consent to marriage, or as a rape or forced 

marriage, often of young girl children.59 This custom is contrary to the Bill of 

Rights and ought to be treated as a criminal offence. Writing over 40years ago, 

famous scholar of African customary law, Jack Simons said, that ukuthwala and 

kindred practices encourage men to force themselves on reluctant girls , and are 

incompatible with freedom of choice in marriage…’ Even where the parents were 

55 J.A.Nel, M Judge, ‘Exploring homophobic victimisation in Gauteng, South Africa: issues, 
impacts and responses’, Acta Criminologica, 21 (3)2008, 19-36

56 A phrase from Ahmed Kathrada, used to describe Communists who were not known within 
the underground Communist Party because of their extremely strategic public position, like 
Vernon Berrange, QC. See Suttner, The ANC Underground, 46.

57 Louise Vincent, ‘Moral Panic and the politics of populism’ 2009, 45,2, Representation, 213-
221

58 J.A.Nel, M Judge, ‘Exploring homophobic victimisation in Gauteng, op cit

59 H.J. Simons, African Women.Their Legal Status in South Africa. C Hurst. London. 1968, at 
117ff.
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complicit, Simons argued, ‘the intrusion of the parental authority in the marriages 

of daughters and sons inhibits the growth of loyalty and companionship in their 

martial and domestic relations….’60

Instead of being curbed it is being advanced by individuals like Mandla 

Mandela, grandson of Nelson Mandela. In parliament he defended ukuthwala 

and reprimanded an old woman, saying: 

 Firstly, culture has no age. Age is something we learnt today because of our 

westernisation, because we have now become learned.

 I want to now bring you closer to culture that is not adulterated or entered 

by whitened notions/understandings. For a girl to be taken as a wife through 

“ukuthwala”, she had her female-hood tested/explored by young men, 

in order that when she starts puberty her mothers would then take her 

through the “intonjane” initiation process. After this “intonjane” initiation, 

it is then the right of young men to enact the “ukuthwalwa” of that girl. 

That process then my mother had nothing to do with age, it depended 

on when the girl underwent the “intonjane” initiation as arranged by the 

parents, her mothers, and her extended aunts and grandmothers. Eh, that 

is how culture is/works.

 I want to now bring you to something that says that these children upon 

being taken to the [new/marital] homesteads, “ukuthwala” is a culture 

with its own laws/rules. When you “thwala” a girl, you “thwala” her to a 

homestead. A homestead has a head who is your father because you are 

still a young man without a homestead, who depends on the father of the 

homestead where you stay. When you have taken her through “ukuthwala” 

you deposit her with your father not in your house where you can sleep 

with her, because you are then breaking the law. By entering her, you have 

then violated her father’s cattle. Back home in Thembuland, we hit you to 

your death if you touch a girl in this way. I want this thing to be clear to 

you [“you” in the plural sense] so that you do not get culture half-way, and 

enter its discussion through westernised views. Enter the discussion from 

an advanced understanding in the same way that we were taught. 61 

Insofar as he is speaking of custom, he can only be speaking of what he 

claims to be practised amongst the abaThembu, which is not the same as in 

60 At 119

61 ‘What Mandla Mandela said on women in parliament’ translation provided by Mazibuko K 
Jara, e mail 29 July 2010
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other peoples and also amongst clans within the abaThembu itself. It is not 

only essentialist, but also inaccurate for what may be called the old society. The 

quotation makes it clear that the young woman/girl is seen as a commodity.

The silence of the ANC on such issues as ukuthwala and the epidemic 

of murders of black lesbians and attacks on gay men is an indication of the 

internal contradictions over the laws that the organisation has initiated. The 

reality that must be faced is that there is an organised lobby with leadership 

support favouring rolling back of these rights or at least ensuring that they are 

without teeth. At the same time there is no longer a strong feminist movement 

and the range of organisations around sexual identities is small and relatively 

lacking in influence or access to leadership enjoyed by homophobic and other 

organisations that entrench the ‘natural’ character of heterosexuality.

The relevance of Zuma’s sexual escapades

Part of the reason for the current crisis of Zuma’s leadership is revelations 

about his sexual activities, leading to the fathering of various children, some of 

whose mothers he has married by customary law. Moral outrage has arisen over 

the secret night life of the president but also the institution of polygyny. 

There is a tendency to exotify Zuma’s sexual activities within an overall 

pseudo cultural tolerance or de facto repugnance towards his behaviour. Some 

of his deepest admirers, like Gordin and Mangcu, manifest what is or is close 

to patronising amusement at what is depicted as ‘Zulu’.62 While Zuma may speak 

of his actions as justified by ‘culture’ that is a word with many meanings and as we 

have seen subject to contestation.

Whatever the problems with polygyny may be and its manifestation as a 

major form of patriarchy amongst a small minority of men, the primary issue is 

how he can afford multiple liaisons. We do not know how many other women 

Zuma has seduced. This does not derive from his being sexually irresistible, but 

the combination of power and wealth (from the tax payers and augmented 

presumably by similar backers that led to his abortive fraud trial and rise to power). 

There are many other womanisers and serial adulterers in the ANC leadership 

62 Gordin op cit, for example at 55, Xolela Mangcu’s book, The Democratic Moment. South 
Africa’s prospects under Jacob Zuma (Johannesburg. Jacana Media. 2009), in his general 
depiction of the contrast between Mbeki’s ‘modernism’ and the ‘traditionalism’ of Zuma 
which he sees as viewed snobbishly by the ‘chattering classes’. In fact, his own descriptions 
of Zuma paint him as more of an unsophisticated hick than I believe he is.
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who may be envious of Zuma’s ‘conquests’ but he is in a different league because 

he is president and the wealth he can access. The sexual escapades therefore 

represent an extreme expression of patriarchal power, which may also combine 

with access to wealth that has been undeclared. Since Zuma cannot pay from his 

own earnings, the contribution of ‘well wishers’ providing extra houses and other 

benefits for his wives makes the presidency as an institution vulnerable to blackmail 

and other security and constitutional dangers that cannot be taken lightly.

Such matters and gender questions generally do not form a significant part 

in ANC and public discourse, not receiving much attention in general elections 

nor addressing the relationship between violent masculinities and HIV/Aids. 

Existing legislation need to be enforced and strengthened and the struggle for 

gender and sexual equality also needs to receive more political support as a 

broad based attack on patriarchy. The damage to Zuma’s image has little to do 

with these rights but a media and political opposition concern, shared by many 

within ANC leadership, with embarrassment and repugnance towards his doing 

publicly what many might want but do not have the capacity or resources to do.

Mbeki dismissal and the short-lived rise and fall of the 
Congress of the People (COPE) 

Mbeki was ‘recalled’ in 2009 from the state presidency following a court 

decision which was subsequently overturned, but appeared to implicate him 

in conspiracy against Zuma. Kgalema Motlanthe, ANC deputy president, was 

installed as caretaker president, in the light of charges against Zuma still being 

in place. This led to the resignation of a number of ministers who had been 

in the Mbeki camp. They gradually moved to form an alternative party ‘true 

to the principles of the Freedom Charter’, which they claimed the Zuma –led 

ANC had abandoned. COPE, in emerging from within the ANC, appeared to 

pose a potential challenge to ANC dominance, but has gradually disintegrated. 

While the attacks on freedom of political organisation indicate the extent to 

which COPE was perceived as a potential threat (and willingness to infringe the 

constitution in combating this), it has not materialised for a range of reasons 

that are beyond the scope of this contribution.

The gradual collapse of COPE should not lead one to ignore its demonstrating, 

albeit for a moment, the potential of challenging ANC dominance. From 

footage of those who attended its meetings the support base did not appear 

very different from that of the ANC. That COPE leadership decided to replicate 
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previous relationships between leadership and base should not lead us to ignore 

that they may have attracted a following which might have been a substantial 

alternative to the ANC.

Internal contradictions within ANC base

Beneath the surface of the Zuma-led ANC, there have been differences 

within its immediate support base and backers that could from the outset lead 

to contradictions that might split the ANC. The organisation continues to have 

a primarily working class base. It is not hyperbole to suggest that SACP and 

COSATU leaders misled their membership in depicting the Zuma project as 

serving their interests. The COSATU leader, Zwelinzima Vavi has now openly 

broken from the ANC and SACP over certain issues, having identified the Zuma 

project as different from what it initially promised. 

The backers include(d) sections of business. Billionaire Patrice Motsepe 

featured prominently and continues to enjoying considerable access to ANC 

leaders as do other rising black bourgeoisie. To what extent these are different 

from those of the Mbeki era is hard to tell. At an informal level it is said that things 

are easier for sections of business in the present dispensation with looser controls 

than before. There appears to be continuity, and also entry of new sections of 

business. Motsepe has publicly stated that he would support nationalisation of 

the mines, a contested issue within the alliance, or even socialism, if it were in 

the interests of the country63. His wealth may allow him more flexibility than 

many other black capitalist figures. White (big) capital is, however, generally in 

a different league! 

The present ANC depicts itself as the party of the poor, while many of its 

youth leaders are billionaires; many backers are sections of business, some of 

a somewhat unsavoury kind. This interfaces with infighting under the facade 

of nationalisation. There has been a war of words between Julius Malema and 

sections of the leadership and similar groupings, apparently relating to minorities 

in positions of power, especially financial power, and also specific leaders of the 

ANC, in relation to elections in 2012. Zuma’s own position has now been publicly 

questioned and doubts around his future raised.64 There is no ideological content, 

though the smokescreen of nationalisation is used by the YL in a crudification of 

63 http://www.mg.co.za/article/2009-12-09, accessed 26 December 2009.

64 See Mail and Guardian 3 September 2010, headlines and page 2. All daily papers at this 
moment of time (early September 2010) feature doubts on Zuma’s future.
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a clause of the Freedom Charter, to benefit black economic empowerment (BEE). 

It may be that this is under the umbrella of Zuma or that it can be reduced to 

certain sections fighting for positions. What emerges is a sense of disarray.

Power and limits of power and resources

Any evaluation of the use of power and the social base of power under 

Zuma needs to locate this within the overall legacy that confronted the ANC on 

becoming the leading force in government. Under the apartheid regime there 

was an alliance of forces sustaining the state, under National Party rule –the 

white capitalist class, petit bourgeoisie and working class, with collaborationist 

black forces. The latest edition of From Protest to Challenge, just released, refers 

to an ‘Afrikaner ruling bloc’. This revives a mode of analysis that separates 

responsibility from an alliance of all whites at an objective level and attributes it 

to whites who speak a specific language and were for most of the time not the 

main economic beneficiaries. Without predominantly English capital apartheid 

would not have lasted a day.65 

With the developing crisis of the apartheid regime, sections of capital came 

to believe that the equation of capitalism and apartheid would endanger both 

and they sought to identify themselves with the emergence of democracy. Then 

the future of capitalism would not depend on apartheid. Delegations of capital 

went to Lusaka to meet the ANC in the 1980s. This did not, of course, mean they 

wished to abolish or significantly modify the relationships of the capitalist mode 

of production. The conditions of super exploitation which had been enabled by 

the pass laws and other discriminatory legislation were no longer required by 

many of the larger sections of capital who needed more skilled labour than had 

been used to build up mining and agricultural capital and later moved towards 

a capital intensive trajectory involving shedding of jobs. The basis on which the 

economy had been built was not that on which it was moving a century or more 

later in 1994.

But capital required conditions for satisfactory operation and in this context 

courted the ANC; often donating large sums of money after it’s unbanning (and 

in some cases also to opponents of the ANC). Whatever the private sympathies 

of heads of industry and capital, there is an overall consensus about predictability 

and being able to know that an environment is supportive of business transactions 

65 From Protest to Challenge, vol 6 edited by Gail M Gerhart and Clive L. Glaser, ‘Challenge and 
Victory, 1980-1990. Bloomington & Indianapolis. Indiana University Press. 2010.
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on a relatively efficient basis.

The Mbeki period appeared to have been one of uneven relations with 

capital, where some of Mbeki’s statements, correctly referring to inequalities 

surviving after apartheid, were interpreted as inimical to close relationships. Also 

various regulatory frameworks put in place by post-1994 ANC governments, 

especially labour conditions have met with some resistance from capital who 

have called for more flexibility.

That Mbeki’s support within the ANC and allies was challenged and that 

large sections of the population came out in apparent support of Zuma was not 

so much a matter where business preferences were as important as the desire 

that whoever came out on top would provide an environment that allowed for 

adequate conduct of business. 

While many have interpreted the initial pronouncements of the Zuma 

project as signifying a turn to the left it is very clear that he and ANC Treasurer-

General Matthews Phosa amongst others were making reassuring statements to 

big capital as can be seen from the business pages or financial newspapers of 

the time and also in visits overseas. So while the left and the masses in general 

may have been led to believe that their time had come, capital watched with a 

degree of optimism, expecting the sound and fury would abate and that there 

would be business as usual. 

They still engage with Zuma as the president of the day and where he 

claims to be willing to dialogue, for example on media restrictions, many take 

him at his word66 or need to affect doing so for good relations with government. 

The overall message that business appears to have given is carry on doing what 

is good for the economy/capital, do not make radical changes and for a range of 

reasons the actual practices of the Zuma-led government has conformed to that. 

Although not fully articulated by those outside of the Finance Ministry, one can 

see that there are sound reasons for caution when emerging from a recession. 

In other words, my argument is not dismissal of the needs of capital insofar as 

these coincide with a measure of prudence required in relation to measures 

taken, even where these are part of a transformatory vision.

Michael Heinrich speaks of this cohabitation between capital and political 

power as a generalised phenomenon with some clarity:

 If an attempt were made to argue more concretely, it might become clearer 

that the relationship between the state and capital cannot be reduced 

66 Radio interview with Gareth Ackerman, Radio 702 18 August 2010. 
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to the influence of various groups of people (capitalists upon the state, 

politicians upon the economy).  The state and capital exist in a structurally 

rooted relationship of mutual dependency, which also exists even without 

any personal exertion of influence.  Capitalist production in many respects 

has the state as its necessary precondition: as a guarantor of property 

and adherence to contracts, but also as an instance that furnishes those 

material prerequisites that capital either cannot produce itself or can do 

so only insufficiently, such as for example various infrastructures, but also 

the educational system that supplies properly educated forces of labour, 

a health care system that makes damaged forces of labour once again fit 

for valorisation, etc.

 The state for its part is dependent upon a functioning accumulation of 

capital, since only then can sufficient tax receipts be generated and social 

expenditures held in check.  Even without a direct exertion of influence by 

“corporations and finance moguls,” every government is therefore forced 

to take into consideration the systemic imperatives of capital valorisation 

in one way or another.  For that reason it is often the case that leftist 

parties, once they assume governmental power, continue the policies of 

their predecessors in essential respects.67

In short, the Zuma government like all others since 1994 would have to 

cohabit with the power of big capital. But that does not mean that the ANC 

government has been without counter-power, to be discussed below. It is, 

however, debatable whether all the resources that could have been used to 

measure up to capital with some elements of strength were used in order to 

favour workers and the poor. This may have included taxation incentives and 

disincentives but these have not been used substantially to this day. But this is, 

of course conditioned by the minimum level of cooperation required to ensure 

that capital is basically supportive in return for a government that enables its 

functioning and conditions for viable investment.

There are two questions relating to the immediate that need to be examined. 

The first is whether the Zuma government, unlike the Mandela and Mbeki 

ones is able to provide a stable, relatively predicable environment for capital’s 

functioning. Doubts have been expressed at the time of writing, about provision 

of tenders in mining by leading sections of capital.68 It is likely that the extensive 

67 ‘Capitalism and the State’, PORTSIDE@LISTS.PORTSIDE.ORG. 03 September 2010

68 Statements of business leaders, Star 20 August 2010
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patronage and allegations of corruption and use of force may also engender a 

sense of insecurity. There is a growing perception that some officials from Ministers 

downwards need to be ‘taken care of’ for business ventures to be enabled and that 

individuals connected to Zuma and other ministers are given preferential access to 

ventures where these fall within the power of the state. It is not good for investment 

where a widespread sense is created that the environment for business deals with 

government requires corrupt exchanges. Clearly that is a growing perception and 

insofar as the statement of 18 August emerges from many sections of capital with 

head offices in the UK, that is a potentially dangerous development.

Can capital be part of the solution?

A related question is whether one should only speak of a counter-weight to 

capital, insofar as capital might under certain conditions be induced to form part 

of a national developmental plan. Insofar as cooperation with organised labour, 

other popular forces and state support is behind such a plan, while it entails 

compromises from all sides, it also provides the possibility of the stability that 

capital needs and structural advances as a condition for labour support and that 

of other sections of the poor. The difference between reforms or changes that 

improve conditions of poverty and ‘structural reforms’ needs to be re-inserted 

into debates concerning an emancipatory programme.69 Insofar as one wishes 

to advance beyond the present both labour and the poor need to be able to 

conceive the relationship between the present and an evolving future and see 

it not merely in terms of inherent antagonisms but modes of cohabitation that 

hold more advantages than disadvantages and in the case of those favouring 

transformation, as a route that may be gradual, but nevertheless entails unfolding 

landmarks along the way rather than only decisive moments of change.

Populism vs. popular power. 

When we consider the relations of power and resources we should not restrict 

that to the institutions of state power and economic resources overwhelmingly 

in the hands of white capital. There is also the resource known as popular power, 

which is not the same as populism, slogans of the popular as are used to win 

support for vague promises. Populism is the evocation of the popular in words 

69 See for example, B. Kagarlitsky, The Dialectic of Change. Verso Books. London. 1990, 
chapters 1 and 3
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but not substance and that means neglecting power that could be in support of 

a government which wished to win popular gains. It can also be entirely in its 

own right, independent of government, making demands or advancing visions 

that are not advocated by government or doing things in specific communities 

which manifest popular creativity. 

We have seen that it was this mass, organised power that created conditions 

that forced the apartheid regime to negotiate democratic elections. It was this 

mass, organised power that stood behind Mandela when he negotiated, as 

indicated, and it is now a counter power when unions (whatever one may think of 

specific strikes or the general state of the union movement) challenge employers’ 

determination of what their wages or other working conditions should be.

It is a counter power that has not been used in alliance with ANC 

governments. At most as in NEDLAC ((The National Economic Development and 

Labour Council), government and labour have sat together with business and 

while much labour legislation has been worker friendly, the power of the masses 

has been related to in a managed way, as in izimbizos (community gatherings) 

where an imbizo has been ‘called’ by government and policies are explained to the 

people who may applaud or raise counter voices, usually after their enactment70.

Mass power is rhetorically invoked as the ANC’s primary power base, 

referring to organised membership of the organisation, its primary allies and the 

masses in general. This relationship threatens to be worsened as it has already 

been weakened. There have been outbreaks of ridicule and disbelief when the 

President spoke in Mpumalanga. Crowds have expressed considerable scepticism 

over housing when much media razzmatazz presents the Minister of Human 

settlements or the president giving someone the keys of their new house, while 

others have waited 15 years or more often receiving unsatisfactory homes or having 

allegedly ‘jumped the queue’. The Minister spends a night in a shack, supposedly 

to demonstrate his solidarity with the poor and homeless. But the masses are not 

fools and many know that Tokyo Sexwale is a billionaire (from previous business 

involvement) and returns to a mansion. They have had over a year of leadership 

self- representations of solidarity with the poor through words and gestures 

and confronted a government engaged in self-enrichment and conspicuous 

consumption and paralysed by internal bickering mainly over positions and wealth.

We have seen sporadic outbreaks of service delivery protest on an 

unprecedented scale, claimed to be more in the first half-year of the Zuma 

70 Suttner, ‘African National Congress’ Historia op cit 
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administration than the last three years of the Mbeki presidency. It may well be 

that these are in many cases, as alleged, organised by disaffected councillors. But 

it may also be a sign of protest by those who supported the Zuma project, over 

the failure to better their lives and offering dramatic gestures instead of carefully 

considered attempts at changing their lives. It may be frustration over the failure 

of the Zuma administration to present and implement an overall transformatory 

vision to improve their lot, as was promised.

The Mbeki period saw managed popular gatherings. The Zuma era sees 

confrontation with the masses and attempts at cooling their anger as one place 

after another is engulfed in anger. There is definitely no space for popular 

agency, but there is also little time spent in actually listening, the watchword of 

the Zuma administration and especially its president on election. If they hear it is 

not digested for very long because the lessons do not appear to have been learnt 

beyond a small number of beneficiaries in well publicised events.

If one sees the possibility of cooperation between capital, the state and 

popular forces in advancing a national transformation programme, then this can 

be one site where the masses are involved in more than the short-termism that 

is the pitfall of current capitalist investment. Both capital and the popular forces 

must then be involved and see the relationship between their present ventures 

and what long terms outcomes are sought.

Reconfiguring the national

All national liberation movements (NLMs) tend to represent themselves as 

embodying the nation to be by their composition and the alliances they form. 

The NLM organisation and those who work with it tend to represent all who have 

an interest in removing the order of oppression and share values concerning the 

nature of the nation to be.

Thus the nation- to- be found expression in the unifying role of the ANC 

which embraced alliances with workers, civic organisations, church people, 

women’s organisations, youth organisations etc. etc.

The character of the alliance around the ANC as well as the composition 

of the ANC itself has been changed in the post 1990 period. It may be that 

the weight of the working class is not as great as previously and there has 

been elevation of the importance of capital, especially the rising black capitalist 
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class within strategic formulations of agents for transformation.71. This may 

not be a diversion from transformation, in the sense that the capitalist class 

as has been argued cannot be wished away and their cooperation is required 

for any developmental role. It may be that an ANC-led government could have 

greater sway over BEE beneficiaries, but it does not appear that this has been 

used in a concerted way to encourage a developmental path but has primarily 

seen personal enrichment and growing wealth disparities between black South 

Africans.

Old and New alliances-relation to NDR. The ANC and its allies have 

traditionally mobilised supporters on a broad base comprising a range of sectors 

outside of the political and trade union organisations. The traditional alliance 

with the SACP and COSATU has changed in the sense that the SACP has in the 

main been absorbed into the ANC. Whatever policies the SACP may have as an 

organisation collapsed into the positions that its leaders have had to take within 

the cabinet. While COSATU supported the election of Zuma, the failure to deliver 

and take a more radical stance than previous ANC governments has forced its 

leader General Secretary Zwelinzima Vavi to distance himself, as indicated, not 

only from the ANC but on some matters also the SACP.72 On television on 28 

August 2010, Vavi issues a semi-ultimatum to the SACP to make its position 

clear, separating itself from or joining the demands of the striking workers.73

At the level of new alliances, it has now elevated the status of the chiefs 

and drawn in a section of the religious community that had previously stood 

aside during the struggle against apartheid. 

Religious communities. The National Interfaith Leadership Council (NILC) 

comprising a range of groupings has been formed by Rhema Church leader 

Ray McCauley, in consultation with Zuma and Mathole Motshekga, head of the 

religious desk of the ANC (and the Kara Institute devoted to romantic and static 

versions of the African past). McCauley had a special ceremony to bless Zuma 

during the election period. Other charismatic churches have blessed Zuma and 

in at least one case ordained him as a priest. The NILC used ANC parliamentary 

caucus facilities to communicate with the media. The NILC have been very quick 

71 See gradual elevation of BEE and capital in general in formulations in strategy and tactics 
documents from 1994 onwards on www.anc.org.za

72 For example, Sunday Independent, 22 August 2010, edited version of his speech at Ruth 
First memorial lecture

73 E News 7 p.m. 
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to accept Zuma’s apologies for his publicly known sexual activities74.

In their mission statement, NILC, offered to assist with ‘service delivery’, 

something that provides room for considerable financial benefits insofar as one 

plays a logistical role and it involves payment. There is no mention of The Lord.

The ‘traditional churches’, the Anglicans, Roman Catholics, Methodists 

and the South African Council of Churches have been side lined, while the 

‘charismatic’ churches, some of rather shady character have enjoyed favour 

and sought this closeness to Zuma. SACC no longer receives a mention in ANC 

statements, despite its role in the anti-apartheid struggle, although there was a 

brief mention of a recent meeting.

This should not be read to mean that the Anglicans, Methodists and others 

do not have contradictions within their church bodies. However, the ongoing 

contestation in the Anglican Church, amongst others over the ordination of 

gay and lesbian priests (which has led to approval in some Dioceses) speaks to 

a vibrant debate within some of these spiritual communities and continuous 

grappling with the meaning of their spiritual calling towards humanity.

The Kairos document, endorsed by SACC at the height of the liberation 

struggle demarcating the lines of division between the ‘heretical’ apartheid 

regime and the masses, remains a critical contribution towards liberation 

and in thinking of a different society and spirituality that remains relevant in 

contemporary South Africa.75 

It is important to remember that most of the ‘charismatic’ churches were 

either silent or argued that ‘politics and religion should not be mixed.’ The point 

is not a roll call of yesterday’s heroes or fence sitters. A close scrutiny of the 

history and practice of these churches reveals an active drive for members to play 

no role in the struggle against apartheid and focus on the nether world which 

is better.

This looking the ‘other way’ was also informed by unwillingness to risk 

political involvement, but above all the doctrine in many of these churches was 

and continues to be deeply conservative, fundamentalist and patriarchal.

Highly conservative religiosity as an ally of choice by the Zuma administration 

74 ‘Forgive him if you like, but Jacob Zuma should resign’, by Jacques, http://synapses.co.za/
forgive-jacob-zuma-resign/, accessed 6 April 2010.04.06

75 The Kairos Document. Challenge to the Church. A theological comment on the political crisis in 
South Africa. Revised 2 ed. 1986. (Institute for Contextual theology. Johannesburg. Skotaville 
publishers). See also Albert Nolan, God in South Africa. David Philip. Cape Town. 1988
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threatens and undermines some of the basic freedoms guaranteed in the 

constitution.

Chiefs

The chiefs have enjoyed a range of roles in the history of the ANC, following 

the early leadership of many famous heroes like Hintsa of the amaGcaleka, 

Sekukhune of the baPedi, Dingane of the amaZulu, Moshoeshoe of the baSotho 

in the resistance to conquest. At its foundation they were treated as equivalent 

to the House of Lords in the initial SANNC, and continued to be regarded as 

representatives of their people in the main until the 1950s when many chose 

collaboration with major apartheid legislation. There remained elements of 

ambiguity and the older ANC leadership like Mandela, continued to be willing 

to forgive such dubious associations in the interests of isolating the apartheid 

regime. Without rehearsing the struggles from the 1950s onwards and especially 

then and in the 1980s there remains a residual tension with land and community 

activists and rural communities who had and continue to experience the autocracy 

of most chiefs very few of whom had a consistent record of resistance to the 

apartheid regime, but tended to exploit their own communities. 76

Chiefs, as the oldest patriarchs on the continent as is the case with their 

equivalents elsewhere, tend generally to also be very opposed to gender and 

sexuality rights and are the self-described custodians of the most static notions 

of custom and culture, in the public domain expressed unashamedly by some.77

Mbeki period legislation had already been drafted to increase the powers 

of chiefs, thus establishing a deviation from the attempts at unifying legal 

administration and also creating a level of unelected government parallel to that 

of local democratic institutions. What is now proposed provides more powers to 

chiefs than they ever had under the apartheid regime.

This process is being advanced under Zuma as well as a tightening of the 

political relationship with chiefs. In the 16 days of activism against women and 

children in December 2009 the chosen allies were the chiefs and the NILC

76 See Pearlie Joubert, ‘Fury over traditional system’, http:www.mg.co.za/printformat/
single/2010-07-23-fury-over-traditional-system, accessed 5 September 2010, report of 
parliamentary representations.

77 Patekile Holomisa, According to tradition. Essential Books. Somerset West. 2009
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Instability

Underneath the euphoria we have seen that there has from the outset 

been incipient instability within the Zuma support base. That may be seen as 

healthy disagreement by some; alternatively and more likely it is a manifestation 

of personalised political infighting and instability. This is not a good condition 

for dealing with a recession and widespread unemployment and loss of food 

security and other social problems on a possibly unprecedented scale. There 

is not yet an alternative that can be inclusive and popular and involve a large 

number of people. 

An example of Zuma’s ad hoc leadership is the unrealistic undertaking 

in the promise at his inauguration to provide 600,000 jobs in a time of grave 

economic crisis78. COSATU has expressed dissatisfaction in that what jobs have 

been created are short term ones. The government has constantly reframed what 

was promised and claimed to have far exceeded those created.79 Most of the 

new jobs appear to have been short term, low paid and without conventional 

protections. Many disappeared with the end of the World Cup.

We have had a situation where leadership was conducted until early 2009 

by a powerful mind, when those around him delivered the good things of life 

to the masses, who were onlookers. We have now moved to someone – and his 

followers – who combine promises with threats and inspire dread in some and 

trust in others. 

As indicated, the role of the popular, while not necessarily organised has 

manifested itself in sporadic but repeated protests and large scale strikes. The 

relationship to the masses, supposedly its initial strength, is one of the points of 

crisis in the Zuma period.

Recent developments: Zuma project in liminal phase

Liminality refers to being on the threshold between one state of being 

and another, rites of passage between being a boy and manhood, the road to 

marriage, transitions from an election campaign to government. One may be in 

one place, for example, ruling but dwell in a state of prolonged or relatively short 

78 J Zuma, ‘Inaugural address’ op cit.

79 For example, X. Mbanywa ‘Doidge says job stats ‘’not made up’’’, The Star, 15 February 2010.
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transition to another place.80 

It is not my intention to say ‘I told you so’, in that like the Scorpions (the 

former investigative arm of the NPA) I have worked for long on the Zuma case 

and pointed to its internal contradictions that were ultimately irresoluble. Zuma 

was ready to be ‘made’ what he is not and the SACP and COSATU leadership 

and disgruntled Mbeki-ites (or those who saw the way the wind was blowing) 

elevated him into a figure whose character supposedly represented the popular. 

But the bottom line was that it was allegedly different from Mbeki. This we 

have seen was mythology. But the main issue is that Zuma was the glue that 

held together disparate elements of capital, crooks, the politically ambitious, big 

capital who gave qualified support and the unions on behalf of the workers. 

A range of individuals with previous hostility towards the ANC have been 

drawn to Zuma, for reasons that range from romanticisation of the noble 

‘uneducated’ 100% Zulu81, attraction to his homophobic and patriarchal 

inclinations and others. For the masses, they have not seen the fruits of ANC 

electoral victory when Zuma promised them a better life and jobs. They accepted 

that Mbeki needed to be replaced and Zuma held himself up as the embodiment 

of a messianic vision. 

The glue has now dissolved. Zuma’s leadership has raised important 

questions of governance through misuse of power and resources and he does 

not appear to comprehend the extent of damage that his libido has caused him.

Whoever is advising Zuma is not doing a good job. Whoever is writing his 

speeches is not speaking into the sentiments of scepticism about anything he 

now says in relation to honesty, culture, morality and a range of other issues. Who 

could have the gall to suggest that he initiates a moral regeneration campaign 

80 V. W Turner. The Ritual Process. (London: Penguin Books. 1969), chapters 3, 4. 

 N. Rapport, J.Overing, J (2004) Social and Cultural Anthropology. (London and New York.
Routledge. 2004), 229ff. 

81 At a panel discussion of Xolela Mangcu’s book, The Democratic Moment. South Africa’s 
prospects under Jacob Zuma. (Johannesburg. Jacana Media. 2009) in March 2010, Sipho 
Seepe and Mangcu continually referred to Zuma as ‘uneducated’ as is the case at 36-7, 42-3, 
50 of the book. (See also RW Johnso South Africa’s Brave New World. The beloved country 
since the end of apartheid. Rev edition. Penguin. London. 2010, at 517). I contested this on 
the basis of there being a number of people without literacy who were ‘oral intellectuals.’ 
See Gramsci’s definition of an intellectual, in Selections from the Prison Notebooks. ( London. 
Lawrence & Wishart. 1971), chapter 1. And R.Suttner, ‘The character and formation of 
intellectuals within the ANC-led South African liberation movement’ in T. Mkandawire (ed) 
African Intellectuals. Codesria. Dakar. Zed Books. London. 2005, 117-154
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led by Rhema Church’s McCauley? 82 

Why has he acted in a manner- in relation to life style audits and declaration 

of interests that suggests/confirms that there ought to be continued suspicion 

over his financial affairs?

The Zuma project is now in crisis. The ‘clothes have no emperor’ 83 or they 

did not have one from the start, for Zuma has not led, but sat back while others 

make statements. The budget calls for ‘targeted lifestyle audits’84, a statement 

that presumably has cabinet approval, but Zuma contradicts this and there is 

apparently nothing untoward in such an action, in this period.

Insofar as the Zuma project required Zuma to hold the looters and power 

hungry together, he can no longer do that. Zuma is therefore soiled goods, as 

it could be argued he was from the beginning. He is now patently so. But the 

project may limp on under some other person, if he is removed. The ship of 

state is leaking and it may still sail on in a halting manner. It is in a liminal state 

between sinking and sailing -indefinitely.

This does not mean the ANC will lose power. To whom can it lose? It is beyond 

the realms of possibility that any party with links to the apartheid past or failure to 

recognise the salience of ‘race’ as is the case with the DA, will displace the ANC.

The way forward

If one wishes to advance an alternative to the Zuma era, it must be indigenous 

in conception, that is, it must derive from what prevails now, what problems are 

currently experienced and not only ideal notions of what a human rights based 

society should be. That is how the Freedom Charter was evolved in 1955 after 

a long process of consultation.85We already have a very progressive constitution. It 

therefore means that we need to think of where things have gone wrong, that is, 

understand the lessons of the Zuma era and also advance correctives to this, either 

in line with the constitution or amplifying it in a manner that is compatible with its 

overall democratic, inclusive character. 

82 If one googles McCauley there are plentiful references to scandals in his career.

83 The title of a book by Paul Slansky, published on Reagan in 1989 by Simon& Schuster, 
brought to my attention by Catherine Burns of University of KwaZulu-Natal, Durban in 2009.

84 Budget speech of Minister of Finance, 2010, http://www.info.gov.za/
speeches/2010/10021715051004.htm

85 See R.Suttner & J.Cronin, 50 Years of the Freedom Charter, UNISA Press, Pretoria, 2006
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There does not appear to be an immediately identifiable organisation 

or agent to lead the country on an emancipatory course. However insofar as 

such a programme may be desirable that needs to be established as a positive 

intervention, not as oppositional to any existing political formation. It needs to 

be open to all who may wish to join even if they simultaneously belong to one 

or other political party. This is not advanced as an anti-ANC or anti anything 

proposal nor as an attempted realignment of opposition parties, as has been 

suggested in some press reports! 86 From the process of identifying issues that are 

contentious and evolving a preliminary programme it may be possible to identify 

potential agents for driving the process. But the first step is to see what the problems 

are and suggest remedies.

Once a range of people are united on such common aspirations they may 

develop the capacity to take it forward. On entry these individuals would modify any 

platform advanced with their distinct inputs. 

Lessons of Zuma project

What are lessons we can draw from the period of hegemony of the Zuma- 

led ANC project (and potential remedial directions)? There are very many, but I 

want to single out a limited number:

Violence. The ANC never proclaimed the principle of non-violence after it’s 

unbanning in 1990 and suspension of armed action later in the year. In 1964 ANC 

leader, Professor ZK Matthews, addressing the World Council of Churches, indicated 

relief that the armed struggle was led by individuals like Nelson Mandela and Walter 

Sisulu, steeped in the principles of non-violence.87 

He was correctly emphasising that armed struggle was (I believe) a necessary 

interlude. Once its tasks were completed (and we can argue over whether that 

has been so), any post conflict state and political leadership should proclaim the 

principle of non-violence, to the society at large and in particular its members 

and other political formations. It is true that the constitution, like the Freedom 

Charter emphasises peace, but the ANC (and I am included in this for I was in 

leadership from 1991 until 1997) never declared non-violence to be a principle. 

86 Attributed to me in ‘Leaders speak on “greater emancipation” Daily Dispatch, http://www.
dispatch.co.za/PrintArticel.aspx?ID=413466, 2010

87 Z.K. Matthews, in T.Karis, GM. Gerhart, From Protest to Challenge. A documentary history 
of African Politics in South Africa, 1882-1990. vol 5. Nadir and Resurgence, 1964-1979. ( 
Pretoria. UNISA Press. 1997), 347-356, at 354. 
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There needs to be recognition that when armed struggle was adopted it was 

seen as a necessity and use of force was never regarded as a virtue, celebrated 

as it is in some of the songs that are current amongst sections of the ANC 

leadership today.88

The failure to proclaim non-violence has led to the romanticisation of the 

armed warrior, mainly a masculine figure whose recourse to force is seen as 

a timeless asset that can be drawn upon at any moment. This is in a sense 

the area of convergence between joining MK and becoming a gangster. In 

many cases there was a considerable overlap or the tsotsi (township word for 

gangster)89 background was mingled with an ANC identity or a prelude to it.90 

Jonny Steinberg has written on this interface91 and interviews with Nhlanhla 

Mabaso show that he was a tsotsi in his youth and later joined MK.92 Until I heard 

this he came across purely as a kind, caring young man (which he is). I asked 

what remnants of his tsotsi background remained and he pointed to looking 

into the mirror before playing golf and he likes the clothes, an emblem of tsotsi 

masculinities (and also the early Mandela of the 1950s93). Shubin also points to 

many of the early MK carrying a knife permanently. 94 Many members of the 

ANC leadership have grown up in a township atmosphere of physical insecurity 

and have often dwelt in a twilight zone between legality and illegality, dealing 

with backdoor sales, things that have ‘fallen off the back of a truck’, or having 

to coexist peacefully with gangsters.

One of the first steps towards undoing the violence of the Zuma 

project is to proclaim the apparently more timid concept of non-violence. 

88 See R.Suttner, ‘Violence: virtue or necessity?’ op cit note 44 above

89 See, for example, C. Glaser, Bo-Tsotsi. The Youth gangs of Soweto 1935-1976. David Philip. 
Cape Town. 2000.

90 This is intimated with regard to Zuma himself, by his close ally Willies Mchunu, quoted, A. Russell, 
After Mandela. The battle for the soul of South Africa. London: Hutchinson. 2009, at 239 

91 J.Steinberg, (Ed). ‘Introduction: Behind the crime wave’ in Steinberg, J (Ed) Crime wave: The 
South African Underworld and its foes. Johannesburg: Witwatersrand University Press. 2005, 
1-13, J.Steinberg, ‘Crime’ in Shepherd, N, Robins, S, New South African Keywords. Auckland 
Park. Jacana Media.2008, 25-34

92 Interviews, N Mabaso, April 2009, February 2010.

93 See Suttner, ‘(Mis) understanding Mandela’, and, ‘Dress, gestures and other cultural 
representations and manifestations and Indian influence on the formation of ANC 
masculinities’ Historia, 54.1, (2009), 51-91.

94 Shubin, ANC op cit
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This does not detract from the Gandhian support for the violence of the 

brave who defend the defenceless and vulnerable, contrasted with the 

violence of cowards, a position also supported by Luthuli.95 This is not 

purporting to address the question of structural violence which is a broader 

phenomenon, going beyond the immediate political conjuncture.96

The notion of patriarchy in relation to gender equality and respect for 

distinct sexualities has not been internalised within the ANC or the society at 

large. The ANC made substantial advances in its movement towards women’s 

emancipation from the 1984 anniversary statement declaring the Year of the 

Woman and on the emancipation of women by the National Executive Committee 

early in 1990. This was followed, after 1994 by legislation that opened doors to 

more and more women and enacted legislation against gender violence. But, as 

indicated the protective legislation has not always worked and the admission to 

male institutions has not had a qualitative effect in terms of empowerment of 

women. The meaning of opposition to patriarchy has never been unpacked so 

as to liberate women from its multifaceted manifestations. 

Women remain the major caregivers and the domestic is untouched by 

ANC proclamation of opposition to patriarchy. Patriarchy is now addressed 

incrementally by numbers of women in political positions or pieces of legislation 

often without teeth, in terms of gender machinery and protection against 

domestic abuse.97 

Patriarchy and sexuality. It needs to be recognised that patriarchy operates 

in a relatively distinct manner through the entrenchment of heterosexual relations 

as ‘normal’ or natural and other sexualities as deviant, that is, the notion of 

heteronormativity or compulsory heterosexuality.98 This subjects other 

sexualities to various forms of victimisation. Patriarchy is also central to heterosexist 

95 See Suttner’ “The road to freedom is via the cross”: Chief Luthuli and “just cause”’, 2010 
South African Historical Journal, (December, forthcoming) and M.K.Gandhi, ‘Non-Violence of 
the Brave’, in G. Gandhi (Ed), The Oxford India Gandhi. (New Delhi. Oxford University Press. 
2008), at 648.

96 This caveat is inserted purely in response to a colleague Dilip Menon, currently of the 
University of the Witwatersrand, saying that there is never a total absence of violence. 

97 See ANC Strategy and tactics, 2007, Polokwane document, on www.anc.org.za

98 H.Gunkel, The cultural politics of female sexuality in South Africa. (New York. Routledge. 
2010), chapter 1 regarding the modes of effectuating this connection. A.C. Cranny-Francis, 
W.Waring, P. Stavropoulos, J.Kirkby, Gender studies. Terms and Debates. (Hampshire. 
PalgraveMacmillan. 2003), A.Rich, ‘Compulsory heterosexuality and lesbian existence’ in A. 
Snitow, C Stansell, S. Thompson, Powers of desire. The politics of sexuality. Monthly Review 
Press. New York. 1983, 177-205, N.Menon, ‘Outing heteronormativity’ in N.Menon, ed. 
Sexualities. Women Unlimited. New Delhi. 2007, 3-51, and other contributions to the book. 
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norms which define ‘normal’ sexualities. Heterosexuality is in fact a relatively new 

term.99 This naturalisation of a particular form of sexual relations runs contrary to 

history in Africa and the rest of the world where non heterosexual sexualities were 

not treated as deviant until 1892.100 In Africa, as Marc Epprecht shows, there is a long 

history of diverse sexualities departing from heterosexuality.101 This has never been 

adequately theorised or addressed within the ANC, where it receives no mention at 

Polokwane or in government generally. 102 In the history of the struggle, there was 

no tradition of toleration or acceptance of non-heterosexual sexual identities, nor of 

campaigns around this. At most it existed as a subculture with continuing ambiguity, 

though some gay and lesbian people became open members of ANC-supporting 

organisations in the latter part of the struggle or during the 1990s.103

The post 1994 dispensation has admirably constitutionalised the freedom 

of sexual orientation and same sex marriages have been declared legal by 

the constitutional court. But these have not been underpinned by adequate 

machinery to ensure realisation, with homosexual and other non-heteronormative 

sexualities subject to various forms of victimisation including murder or rape 

as ‘conversion’.104 The latter may be a variant of the male ‘right’ to access the 

bodies of all women. ‘Curative rape’ may be one place of intersection between 

patriarchal oppression of women and ‘deviant’ sexualities, in that it is simultaneously 

victimisation of a ‘deviant’ sexuality and an affirmation of the patriarchal right of 

men to all women’s bodies.105 

It is important, however, that we connect and also disaggregate distinct 

forms of patriarchal operation. Patriarchal oppression of sexual identities is not 

in the main related to the private/public distinction, which is generally identified 

as the key element of patriarchal dominance over women. Nor should it be 

99 A.C. Cranny-Francis, et al, Gender studies, 18 M. Foucault. History of Sexuality, vol 1. 
Penguin. London. 1979.

100 Cranny-Francis et al, at 20ff

101 M., Epprecht, Heterosexual Africa? The history of an idea from the age of exploration to the 
age of Aids. (Pietermaritzburg. UKZN Press. 2008), for example at 7, H.Gunkel, The cultural 
politics of female sexuality op cit

102 See ANC anniversary statement, January 8, 2010, on www.anc.org.za

103 See M.Gevisser, ‘A different fight for freedom: a history of South African lesbian and gay 
organisation from the 1950s to the 1990s’, in M. Gevisser and E. Cameron (eds) Defiant 
Desire. Gay and lesbian lives in South Africa. Routledge. New York. London. 1995, 14-88

104 Nel and Judge, ‘exploring homophobic victimisation’, Gunkel, Female sexuality, ch 1 and 
generally

105 See Gunkel, Female sexuality, 3-4
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simply lumped under the category of protection of minorities or hate crimes 

(both of which may be correctly but not sufficiently described that way106). It is a 

policing of heterosexuality as the only natural form of sexual relationship and the 

assertion that there are only two sexes in the world, male and female, as certified 

in citizenship documentation amongst others. 

One thing that has become clear is that the rights in the Bill of Rights are in 

fact treated hierarchically with some being more equal than others. It will cause 

some shock to many activists if one asserts that the struggle against apartheid is 

inseparable from and equally important to the struggle for gender equality and 

right to freedom of sexual orientation. 107

Organised pressure needs to be developed to ensure that the institutional 

and non-institutional structures and relationships of patriarchy are addressed. By 

non-institutional reference is made to those areas that are deeply embedded in 

the psyche and manifested in action and decisions of the leaders and citizens. 

Are we relying purely on incremental gains or are we moving towards addressing 

patriarchy as such, whether in its foundations in the public/ private distinction 

and the sanctity of heterosexual relations? This means we have to take the 

private into the public and the public into the private and challenge the status 

of heterosexuality as norm for all sexual relations. Elements of patriarchy have 

been rolled back relating to presence of women and protection against gender 

abuse and sexual choices. But the gains, as indicated, are not adequately secured 

and need to be framed within an understanding of the dimensions of patriarchal 

domination in various institutions and cultural and legal manifestations. We need 

to give a deeper meaning to non-sexism and allow no place for heterosexism. 

Realising this means going beyond theorising and build-
ing of a supportive organised base. 

Patronage has not been adequately theorised or addressed systematically 

as a problem of government. It has been present for some time in the ANC in 

exile and in elements of the UDF experience. But now the benefits are much 

higher with the rewards no longer being special training or scholarships or 

106 With sexuality, where non-heterosexual identities invite victimisation, as studies show, one 
does not know who is and is not heterosexual in reality. Logically, it cannot be assumed that 
‘deviant’ sexualities are in fact minority ‘deviants’.

107 Gunkel, Female sexuality makes a similar point in chapter 1, though she addresses the 
question at much greater depth than is done here. 
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advancement to leadership in the SACP or ANC108. Thabo Mbeki, amongst others, 

but as primum inter pares, had a patronage network surrounding him in exile, 

which followed him to ANC HQ in Johannesburg and then to government. Many 

of these people were not very competent and they were joined by others who 

were not a threat to this network or Mbeki’s ideas. (This is not to deny that many 

appointed did grow in the job and use the opportunities to acquire qualities that 

distinguished them from many others). 

Patronage and irregularity/ illegality. In some respects patronage may 

have blurred the edges between that and condoning illegality or clamping down 

insufficiently on irregular practices amongst the followers/clients. This was 

dramatically illustrated in the recent conviction of police chief, Jackie Selebi of 

a range of corruption charges. Mbeki had sought to protect him in a range of 

ways. This blurring has continued under Zuma on a massive scale but is more 

obviously linked to apparent illegality. 

We have seen quite clearly that the severing of allegiance from Mbeki to 

follow Zuma has related predominantly to patronage. Many including Zuma 

followed Mbeki into and out of the SACP and in whatever direction he took. 

It was only when he withdrew patronage from some that they turned against 

him, for example, Ngoako Ramathlodi, former Premier of Limpopo province. 

Alternatively, many loyal Mbeki-ites, like Jeff Radebe, chose to jump ship when 

they saw the tide turning and the need to change sides if they wanted a ‘piece 

of the action’.

Patronage undermining democracy. Patronage, while problematic 

in itself is unconducive to democracy and development; friends/followers are 

favoured over competence; it tends to undermine integrity and democracy. It is 

often conflated with‘re-racialisation’ or a condemnation of affirmative action or 

black economic empowerment (BEE). The emphasis on the social construction 

of race may be misused to deflect attention from corruption or to favour some 

person unduly. General Bheki Cele, head of the South African Police Services in 

responding to an alleged irregular tender for building a new police headquarters, 

referred to the ownership of buildings in Pretoria being primarily in the hands of 

whites, some of whose names he listed as examples. He claimed that it was only 

when a black person was involved that there was a hullabaloo. In other words 

the question of ‘race’ was used to displace the question of alleged irregularity.109 

108 R Suttner, ‘Culture(s) of the African National Congress of South Africa: imprint of Exile 
experiences’, Journal of Contemporary African Studies, 21,2, 2003, 303-320

109 .E News television, 17 August 2010, 7 pm, news.
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It should be noted that those favoured in the ANC are not indiscriminately members 

of the African people or other black sections of the population or ‘Xhosa’ as RW 

Johnson reports110, but there is a kinship beyond ‘race’ or ethnic group. Not all 

Africans or Zulu-speakers or Xhosa speakers in the case of the supposedly favoured 

group in the case of one or other leader, enjoy patronage. Patronage is in exchange 

for loyalty and support for a leader or a programme. Those who do not offer that, 

no matter how pure their blood or language may purport to be, will not find favour. 

Equally, many whites and other minorities do well despite affirmative action 

or ‘re-racialisation’. They benefit because they are either required for financial 

resources or technocratic purposes and because they do not threaten or are loyal 

to the patron and his/her goals. That is why the late underworld figure, Brett 

Kebble, was in favour and Indians, like the Shaiks and now the Guptas enjoy 

considerable access to the presidency and other leaders. This is not to suggest 

that there are not people who in good faith support(ed) Mbeki and Zuma. It is 

merely to suggest that insofar as there is patronage it cannot be explained in 

a race or ethnic reductionist manner. This is also not to say that any network 

of loyalty and bonds of trust should be treated with suspicion. The question 

is whether such bonds undermine individual integrity or democratic decisions 

or developmental goals, through favouring of those who form part of such a 

network.

Democracy itself must be asserted to combat patronage and be 

problematised and recognised as a constantly evolving concept, dynamic 

and not static.111 This means that the establishment of representative and 

elements of participatory democracy for example in NEDLAC, valuable as 

this may be, is not completion of the work or the only means of democratic 

advance (and even their operation needs continuous evaluation). There 

is also direct, popular democracy, from which the word originates, found 

in various forms albeit with abuses, during the 1980s period of popular 

power. The conditions for success and failure need careful study112. Arblaster 

argues that popular, direct democracy is realisable in contemporary 

societies with their powerful modes of intercommunication at a range of 

levels. 113 The primary understanding needs to be that democracy is a goal 

110 South Africa’s Brave New World. for example at 507.

111 See A. Arblaster, Democracy. 3 ed. Open University Press. Buckingham. Philadelphia. 2002

 Hoffman, Gender and sovereignty on static and momentum concepts, 6-9, 23-26.

112 See Neocosmos, ‘From people’s politics’ and Suttner, “Legacies of UDF.

113 Democracy, at ch 8
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whose end is never realised, that it is continually evolving or retrogressing 

or static, but its meaning can never be finally defined114. 

Pluralism. The ANC as with most that follow the model of unity enunciated by 

national liberation movements has been hostile to pluralism, originally motivated 

by lessons of conquest and practices of divide and rule.115 This anti-pluralism has 

however continued. Multi-partyism is merely one element of pluralism, which 

is constitutionally guaranteed, though threatened in practice, as we have seen 

in the violence of the last elections. Pluralism may be realised in a range of 

forms relating to distinct identities and interests some of which we cannot even 

imagine now. There remains a residual opposition to many manifestations of 

pluralism and the Polokwane resolution on strategy and tactics speaks of the 

notion of regionalism as needing to be eradicated116. 

The bearers of pluralism in pre 1994 South Africa tended to be proponents 

of Northern based interests or paradigms (at the level of scholarship this is part 

of a wider problem of the dominance of academia through indirect rule of 

Northern canons and paradigms like ‘consociationalism’) or at an earlier phase 

methods for diffusing the power of majority rule. Consequently pluralism evoked 

suspicion during the liberation struggle.

In an emancipatory process, pluralism needs to be revisited 
and reconstructed in the South African setting and advanced 
as a condition for building a dynamic democratic society.

Culture treated as essentialist and static. The notion of ‘the cultural’ 

features prominently in current discourse. While the question of identities 

advanced through CST and NDR at Polokwane is itself intolerant much is made 

of the need to respect one another’s cultures especially in relation to Zuma’s 

defence of polygyny which is beyond his means. This coexists with various 

institutions elevating a timeless notion of African culture117, which generally has a 

patriarchal form and in some ways threatens democracy at the local level. This needs 

to be contested and cultural essentialism rejected in favour of seeing the notion as 

114 Arblaster, Democracy, 2-3, Hoffman, Gender and Sovereignty, pages cited in note 114.

115 See R Suttner, ‘Democratic consolidation in South Africa: the advice of the ‘experts’ Current 
Sociology, 2004. 52 (5), 755-774, ‘Party Dominance “theory”: of What Value?’ 33:3, 
Politikon, (December 2006), 277-297

116 See ANC Polokwane conference documentation op cit

117 Described by Paulin Hountondji as ‘ethophilosophy’, in African Philosophy 2 ed, (Indianapolis. 
Indiana University Press. 1996.)
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ever changing and often having a very hybrid character.118 Critically, new cultures 

and ways of being must be given space to develop as culture is always unfolding and 

being in distinct ways that may not now be obvious or present.

It is important to unmask attempts to use notions of custom such as 

ukuthwala, that constitute potential rape and forced marriage and be shown 

to conflict with gender rights of the constitution and the outrage of Mandla 

Mandela at the suggestion that this be curbed, indicates the dangers inherent in 

allocating excessive powers to chiefs.

Distinct identities and the national. The ANC/SACP characterisation of 

South Africa as having been constituted as a special type of colonialism (CST) is 

considered here only in relation to the national. I am influenced by Stuart Hall’s 

notion of a master [sic, as Hall says] identity or master category of analysis where 

he had in mind class as the potential vehicle for explaining all social phenomena.119 

In the case of South Africa, CST was intended with national democratic revolution 

(NDR) as a vehicle to explain all phenomena through race and class and a very 

undeveloped version of a patriarchal contradiction has been added to national and 

class120.

The consequence of the elevation of the national has been that while 

diversity of identities is allegedly celebrated this is insofar as this feeds into a 

broader national identity. Tribalism and regionalism will be stamped out wherever 

they rear their ‘ugly heads’. 121

The word tribalism has fallen into partial disuse amongst scholars and some 

politicians it is a dirty word, although used, for example, by the Judge President of 

Gauteng, Bernard Ngoepe122. While respecting the dislike of the term, when used 

to connote primitivism, it is also adopted as a loose form of self and community 

identification which has no adverse effect on any other people, and this holds for 

a range of identities. Some of these communities (as is more clearly the case in the 

118 See Suttner, ‘Africanisation and emancipation’, Social Dynamics, (September 2010, 
forthcoming) Hountondji, African Philosophy,

119 See for example, S. Hall, ‘Introduction’, in S. Hall, D. Held, D. Hubert, K.Thompson, (eds), 
Modernity. An introduction to modern societies. Open University. Blackwell. Oxford . 1996, 
6K-H Chen ‘Cultural studies and the politics of internationalisation: an interview with Stuart 
Hall’ in D, Morley and K-H Chen (Eds), Stuart Hall. Critical Dialogues in Cultural studies, 
(London. Routledge. 1996), at 400. See also ‘Introduction’ at 18. 

120 Polokwane op cit

121 ibid.

122 Quoted Mangcu, The Democratic Moment. at 191. In India, the words tribal and tribals are 
in common usage and not, in my reading of literature, seen as derogatory.
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DRC) have little relation to the state or the notion of the nation propagated by the 

ANC. Their identity formation is relatively independent and causes no harm to others. 

Likewise, regional pride may not always be a socially undesirable 

phenomenon. The main issue is that all social phenomena and organisations 

should not be subsumed under the national liberation movement or state, as 

a condition of their existence or legitimacy. To suppress those is to work in the 

discourse preceding the one party state in Africa.

For an emancipatory project, unification within a national conception is not 

erection of borders that exclude or erase certain identities that are what people 

want and do not harm others. There must be coexistence between the national 

and a range of identities, some voluntarily attached to the ruling organisation 

and state and others completely independent in origin and existence. All of this 

must be in conformity with the constitution and the law. This is not to say that 

the sanctity of law and constitution are above debate and what is needed are 

criteria for evaluating suggestions for amendments that enable us to discern what 

enlarges or has the scope of enhancing our freedom and what diminishes that. 

All is of course open to debate and disagreement. Culture must be understood 

as non-essentialist and conceived dynamically to encompass a range of evolving 

identities

Other elements of a Potential Emancipatory platform

Having stated certain preliminary alternative directions to those prevailing 

now, other issues relate to the process and character of any emancipatory 

platform that may be advanced.

Non-sectarian, ANC, DA etc. individuals welcome. Such a platform 

should be non-sectarian in that members of any political party or of none would 

be welcome to involve themselves to whatever degree suits them as long as they 

accept the broad principles. Insofar as these principles need to be developed and 

concepts like emancipatory (whose use is not a necessary part of such a proposal) 

are themselves subject to contestation, broadness needs to be a foundational 

element.

But how does one relate to someone who rejects the constitution or the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights or some elements of either of these? 

We have to recognise that in truth many aspects of the current South African 

constitution may not be in line with the consciousness of many of the inhabitants 
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of this country. This is the case particularly with regard to gender equality and 

freedom of sexual orientation. While adhering to an emancipatory platform, our 

answer should neither be to retreat from advancing these nor from engagement 

where some individuals or organisations oppose these in a sometimes crude 

manner. Those who believe in such rights and in constitutionalism generally 

need to engage and win their positions on the ground. If this is not done many 

sections of the constitution will become as they may well be, dead on the ground 

and in fact unenforceable.

Transformatory vision

A transformatory vision needs to be developed and it should not be advanced 

exclusively as a left platform, (though that could be an affiliated element) as is 

currently under way in the Left Party project123. It needs to incorporate left wing 

advocates of socialism but what character emancipation and transformation take 

needs to be part of a democratic debate involving and beyond the left (in all its 

variations), that unfolds in the course of organisational development and unpacking 

of the notion of emancipation.124 The left may be one of a range of sectors falling 

under a broader emancipatory platform, for example, those concerned primarily 

with constitutionalism, environmentalism, gender and sexualities, policing etc etc. 

The left has to struggle to win its positions within an overall emancipatory platform.

In grappling with this transformatory vision we must engage with who 

we are and who and what we want to become. We must build but go beyond 

yesterday’s heroic project and find a language, modes of expression and 

engagement that are not shaped by what we no longer need. We should rather 

articulate and enhance the vision of the future and present that which is against 

all forms of domination, oppression, inequality, discrimination, not merely as 

statements but translated into real and lived experiences. This is a continuously 

unfolding freedom.

123 See M. Jara, ‘Do we need a new party on the left?, http://links.org.au/node/1327

124 At a more abstract level, this is attempted in various works of Michael Neocosmos, including 
the recent article, ‘The Political conditions of social thought and the politics of emancipation: 
an introduction to the work of Sylvain Lazarus’, in H. Jacklin and P.Vale (Eds), Re-imagining 
the Social in South Africa. (Pietermaritzburg. UKZN Press. 2009), 111-140, Ernesto Laclau’s 
Emancipation(s) (London. Verso Books. 2007),and the writings of John Hoffman, for 
example, Gender and sovereignty, 6,52-4,67-69
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Conclusion

I have not got the answers and it is not for me alone to provide these. I am 

merely trying to initiate debate with a broader range of freedom loving people. 

This has been written in the spirit of being open and considering through groping 

and grappling for understanding, even if that means coming to know that some 

of what one believed as appropriate is no longer so. 125 

125 I wish to express my appreciation for general comments over time from Greg Rosenberg, 
John Hoffman, Steven Friedman and especially Nomboniso Gasa. Questions posed by Marc 
Suttner led me to enter new territory and develop the final sections.






