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    Introduction


    This work is a memoir, but not an autobiography. It seeks to offer what could be called a political economy of the years of my life. Not being an autobiography means it does not seek to present a systematic account of my own personal role in any of the events or processes dealt with, although anecdotes are used from time to time to illustrate and emphasise points. Rather, it offers an analytical record of some of the quite extraordinary historical processes I have had the privilege, in a modest way, to participate in. These include the struggle against apartheid, particularly from the vantage point of an activist and analyst who spent many years in exile, most of them in Mozambique. I later became involved in matters of economic policy in the liberation movement. A significant number of chapters reflect in one way or another on the work I was involved in at the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI). Although this is not an autobiography, the choice of themes and issues does reflect my own experiences. As that is the case, I will offer in this introduction a brief account of my own involvement.


    I did not come from a political family and had a conventional upbringing as a privileged white boy in apartheid South Africa. My father worked in the insurance business. My mother was a homemaker. From the age of nine, I attended boarding school at Kingswood College in Makhanda (then Grahamstown). My first real consciousness of issues of apartheid came while I was a student at Rhodes University between 1966 and 1969. This was in the period between the regime’s smashing of the ANC underground in 1963 and the re-emergence of organisations of African workers in 1973. During that period, student politics was one of the very few significant pillars of the overt opposition left. It was also during that time that I first came to know black people in any role other than as servants.


    While at Rhodes, I became active in the then multiracial National Union of South African Students (Nusas). I also participated in protests against various aspects of apartheid. The first of these was in 1967, when the then Prime Minister, BJ Vorster, came to lay the foundation stone of what became the 1820 Settlers National Monument building. The only route to the site then was the road that passed the Rhodes University sanatorium. I joined a small number of other students holding placards on the sanatorium wall. Long before Vorster’s motorcade passed, we were picked up by the police and taken to the police station. After taking our names, the officer in charge came out to admonish us: ‘I can’t understand you students. Our Prime Minister comes to Grahamstown once in a lifetime, and you choose this day for a protest!’ Other protests were met with a less gentle response. There was never any permission given in Grahamstown for marches, and all protest gatherings were considered illegal. I remember going to one, against some or other apartheid law, that the organisers called a ‘vigil’. The change in name did not prevent it from being broken up nor those of us participating being warned that we were now known to the authorities. I also remember putting up posters in a clever two-part campaign organised by the Black Sash. In the first week posters were put up with a portrait of Vorster and the quotation from him, ‘You must not try to take a man’s home away from him.’ Local journalists asked the police what they thought of this, leading the local spokesperson to say he could not object if people wanted to put up portraits of the Prime Minister. The next week’s poster included an insert of the first with the main body graphically describing the regime’s forced removals. The portrait of the Prime Minister did not stop the forced removal of these posters.


    Being ‘known’ in a small town also had its bizarre side. At the time, there were two cinemas in the town (restricted to whites only). I recall going to a movie one Saturday evening only to encounter a local Special Branch sergeant in the gents’ toilet during the interval. He said something like ‘bloody communist’, to which I responded with an expletive. Within seconds I found my head forced into the urinal as I was ‘promised’ that he would see me in jail.


    With my friend Jon Stoffberg I became involved in distributing scholarship money to students at the University of Fort Hare, in Alice. Any student found accepting this money, which came ultimately from anti-apartheid support groups abroad, would have faced immediate expulsion from an institution then under a highly repressive administration. Our trips to Alice were always occasions for fascinating political discussions with students from both Fort Hare and the neighbouring Federal Theological Seminary, where we stayed over. Nusas events were another opportunity to meet and interact with other remarkable individuals and personalities. Prominent among these was Steve Biko. In the period before the establishment of Black Consciousness organisations, he was one of a small number of black students who attended Nusas activities. The first and only time I ever saw students dissecting bodies at a medical school was when, after a Nusas seminar held in Pietermaritzburg, I gave Biko and some of his colleagues a lift to what was known at the time as the University of Natal Medical School Black section in Ethekwini (then Durban).


    When black former Nusas members left the organisation to form Black Consciousness, I drifted towards the more radical fringe of the white student left. The late 1960s were a period of radical student activism worldwide. Protests against the Vietnam war were erupting across campuses in the United States (US) and 1968 saw the spring uprising in Paris that eventually ended the political career of President Charles de Gaulle. This was also the year of the first student sit-in in South Africa, which took place at the University of Cape Town (UCT). An eminent black scholar, Archie Mafeje, had been recommended for appointment to the university’s sociology department by the senate (the senior academic body). It was not actually illegal for the university to make such an appointment, but when it came before the university council (the executive body), that body bowed to pressure from the regime and refused to ratify it. In protest, a substantial number of UCT students occupied the administration building for around a week – until Vorster gave UCT an ultimatum to ‘put its house in order’, failing which, he said, he would do it for them ‘and do it thoroughly’.


    The second sit-in was at Fort Hare a few months later. In that case, there was no hesitation and no warnings. Instead the students were forcibly and brutally removed from the campus and sent home from various nearby railway stations. A number of white students from several campuses then decided that we would travel to Alice to continue the sit-in. I was driving one of the first cars in our convoy. We were intercepted at multiple roadblocks along the way but allowed to proceed. When we arrived at Fort Hare, we found a campus surrounded by soldiers and police. Our romantic notions of continuing the sit-in became reduced to singing ‘We Shall Overcome’ outside the premises.


    In 1969, an incident similar to the Mafeje case unfolded at Rhodes University. A proposed appointment by the senate of Rev Basil Moore, a progressive white theologian with links to the anti-apartheid University Christian Movement, was vetoed by the council after pressure from the regime. I participated in a sit-in where we occupied the council chamber demanding that the council overturn its decision. The university administration obtained a court order, which resulted in the sheriff of the court and a cohort of police frogmarching out of the council chamber the relatively small number of us who defied the vice chancellor’s ultimatum to leave. For this, I was rusticated and thereafter excluded from Rhodes University. Years later, when as a minister I spoke at a graduation ceremony at the university, the then vice chancellor, Professor Saleem Badat, offered a public apology, which I accepted.


    During the time of my rustication I was introduced by faculty members, such as the philosopher Rick Turner, who had studied at the Sorbonne in Paris and was later assassinated by the regime, and the writer André Brink, to progressive and neo-Marxist literature. This included the writings of figures such as Herbert Marcuse,1 much read by participants in the 1960s revolts on campuses in Europe and the United States. Being excluded from Rhodes, I applied to continue my studies at the University of Cape Town. My ‘bad disciplinary record’ from Rhodes, and my refusal to give assurances that I would not do the same again, led to a prolonged process of authorising admission. But I was allowed to attend some classes for nine months or so. During this time, I met other progressive students, including Jeremy Cronin, an extraordinarily talented individual who later became Deputy General Secretary of the South African Communist Party (SACP). During this time, we avidly read other Marxist writings, such as those of Louis Althusser and Nicos Poulantzas, as well as some of the Marxist classics. The works of Marx and Lenin were at the time banned in South Africa, but there were many loopholes in the regulations. Censors had little knowledge of contemporary Marxist work, and as long as a book or article did not have words like ‘revolution’ in its title, you could get it. Also, at the time, the University of Stellenbosch ran a course on (anti-)communism. Several of the works of Marx were prescribed for students on this course. All one had to do was to go to the student bookshop in Stellenbosch to buy them. Much more difficult to access was Class and Colour in South Africa 1850–1950, by Jack and Ray Simons.2 A dog-eared copy was, however, passed around in our circles and sparked much interest and debate. Suffice to say it was a major stimulus to discussions on the relationship between capitalism and apartheid (see Chapter 1).


    During this time, through a distant relationship to the ANC underground, I became involved in the production and distribution of underground leaflets on behalf of the movement. In the pre-digital age this required the purchase of a second-hand typewriter (then a regulated item, meaning one had to use an assumed name when purchasing it). This was used to type a wax sheet from which duplicate leaflets were clandestinely printed in the Students’ Representative Council offices. The typewriter, traceable through its unique typeface, was then disposed of by throwing it into the sea. On one occasion, I recall driving away from one of the railway stations on the Cape Flats, where we had just strewn leaflets. The only access was a single road. As we left, a police van passed us in the other direction. I sometimes wondered what would have happened if those policemen had put two and two together.


    During this time, Ann Schonland Oosthuizen, the widow of Professor Daantjie Oosthuizen, an eminent Rhodes-based philosopher and early Afrikaner voice against apartheid, offered to assist in enrolling me in a postgraduate programme at the University of Southampton in Britain. I seized the opportunity and left South Africa in 1970 for what I anticipated would be a year. I travelled on the British passport I was entitled to through my parentage, and this led to my receiving a letter from the apartheid regime’s Minister of the Interior declaring me a prohibited immigrant.


    After completing my degree at Southampton, I spent about 18 months teaching development studies in Botswana. Thereafter I returned to Britain and undertook my first attempt at analysing the relationship between capitalism and apartheid, which was published in the New Left Review in 1973.3 This led to my being invited to a conference on reconceptualising the issue at Oxford University in 1974. The conference was my first opportunity to meet in person some of the major theorists and scholars whom I knew up to then only by reputation. They included Harold Wolpe, Joe Slovo, Ruth First, Pallo Jordan, Martin Legassick and Stan Trapido. Also present were a number of my own contemporaries then enrolled at the University of Sussex. They included Dan O’Meara, Mike Morris and Dave Kaplan. I decided also to enrol at Sussex, and completed a DPhil there in 1977. My thesis, entitled ‘Capital, State and White Labour in South Africa 1900–1960’,4 was published along with a number of other articles in various journals. We young white leftists saw ourselves as involved in ‘theoretical practice’, developing a new paradigm to deepen understanding of liberation in South Africa.


    After this, as an involuntary exile from South Africa, I went to work at the Centro de Estudos Africanos (CEA, Centre of African Studies) at Eduardo Mondlane University in Maputo, Mozambique, as a cooperante (literally ‘cooperator’, the term then used for foreigners working in Mozambican institutions). Chapter 3 gives a brief sketch of some of the work carried out there – under the leadership of its Mozambican director, Aquino de Bragança, and its research director, the well-known activist-intellectual, Ruth First. As recorded in Chapter 3, I arrived in Mozambique at a time of optimism and revolutionary fervour, underpinning a sense that after centuries of brutal colonialism an alternative people-centred socialist project was being built.


    Shortly after arriving in Mozambique, I formally joined the African National Congress (ANC), and a few years later was invited to join the SACP. I was not deployed to the movement’s underground structures but mostly carried out what can be described as political and intelligence work.5 Sometime in late 1980 I began a conversation with William Khanyile about participating in political education and discussion with comrades based at Matola, a suburb of Maputo. That, however, never materialised as Khanyile, along with 14 of his comrades, was killed in the January 1981 Matola raid. This was the first of several cross-border raids and assassinations carried out in Mozambique by the apartheid regime in the 1980s. Frequently, these were conducted with little concern for the ‘collateral damage’ caused to innocent civilians, neighbours or passers-by, and with indifference to the role actually played by those targeted.


    At some stage, I was asked to assist in a few clandestine operations. These mostly involved acting as a courier. Usually, I would be asked to drive a car to Swaziland (now Eswatini). This meant clearing a usually perfunctory customs inspection at the border, and hopefully avoiding ambushes by the Resistência Nacional de Moçambique (Renamo) – the apartheid-backed armed opposition group active during the 1980s – which were becoming increasingly common on the roads out of Maputo. I accepted all the assignments given to me and never asked what had been packed or where it was in the car. But I recall one instance when a Volkswagen Beetle was delivered to my residence for me to drive to the border the following morning. Shortly before I was due to leave, I received a frantic message telling me under no circumstances to set off. I was later told that the materiel had been incorrectly packed in the area above the car’s rear-mounted engine and that I would not have made it out of the city alive.


    In one way or another, during my time in exile I came to meet some of the leadership figures of the ANC, whose personal qualities of integrity and self-sacrifice were inspirational and second to none. They included the President, Oliver Tambo, the Secretary-General, Alfred Nzo, Joe Slovo, Chris Hani and Mac Maharaj. Jacob Zuma was based in Maputo during much of my time there, and I became involved in a small way in some of the important work he was responsible for.


    As Chapter 4 records, during the late 1980s I was drawn into the ANC’s economic policy work. Little policy work on matters of the economy had been conducted before then, but by the 1980s, amid a growing number of engagements with business delegations and a sense that before too long the movement could find itself in government, this became an urgent priority. I became a regular and consistent member of the Economic Policy Committee (EPC), led by Max Sisulu (who later became Speaker of the National Assembly) and overseen from the National Executive Committee (NEC) by Sindiso Mfenyana (who later became Secretary to Parliament). At the same time, in my work at the CEA, we began to think about how the southern African region could be reconstituted and restructured after the demise of apartheid.


    I returned to South Africa in August 1990, after 19 years in exile. After a short stint working at ANC headquarters in Johannesburg, I accepted an offer to take up a position as professor and co-director at the Centre for Southern African Studies (CSAS) at the University of the Western Cape (UWC). The vice chancellor, Professor Jakes Gerwel, had defined the mission of UWC as ‘the intellectual home of the left’. My co-director at the CSAS, and its founder, was Peter Vale, a highly effective organiser of research work as well as a substantial scholar on matters of international relations and foreign policy. While at the CSAS, I became involved in carrying out research work both for the ANC and for the Southern African Development Community (SADC) on issues of regional integration and cooperation after apartheid.6


    In 1994 I was elected a member of the first democratically elected Parliament. I was drawn into the Finance, Trade and Industry and Foreign Affairs portfolio committees. In the Constitutional Assembly, I became chair of one of the subcommittees dealing with Chapter 13 (on finance), as well as provisions on the South African Reserve Bank (SARB) and the Auditor-General. In 1996 I was appointed chair of the Portfolio Committee on Trade and Industry and held that position until 2004. In 2004 I was appointed chair of the Portfolio Committee on Finance. In June 2005 President Thabo Mbeki appointed me one of two Deputy Ministers of Trade and Industry. I held the same position during the short presidency of Kgalema Motlanthe. In 2009 President Jacob Zuma appointed me minister in the same portfolio and reappointed me after the elections of 2014. I was retained in this position when President Matamela Cyril Ramaphosa took over in February 2018 until the elections in May 2019. Since 2002 I have been a member of the Central Committee of the SACP and between 2012 and 2017 served as a member of the National Executive Committee of the ANC.


    This book is divided into 14 chapters. Chapter 1 sketches out the phases in the struggle against apartheid, and Chapter 2 outlines the regional dimensions of the struggle. Chapter 3 briefly looks at some of the lessons from the experience of building socialism in Mozambique. Chapter 4 examines the changing global dynamics within which South Africa’s transition took place. Most of the remaining chapters deal with the evolving debate on economic policy issues, as well as the practice of implementation. I conclude with an attempt to identify the challenges and possible contours of advance of the National Democratic Revolution (NDR) over what seems certain to be an extremely challenging period that lies ahead.

  


  
    1


    The apartheid context


    In the Introduction, I indicated that the 1970s were a period that saw a significant output of writing reconceptualising the relationship between capitalism and apartheid. Much has been written about this,1 as well as about the broader issue of apartheid and the struggle against it, and it is not my intention to offer more than a very brief sketch here.


    The essential defining characteristic of segregation and apartheid was, of course, racial discrimination and exclusion. Race became the concept around which relations to the state were defined. All people classified as white were defined as citizens of a self-governing state with basic rights of citizenship. Black people in general, and African people in particular, were excluded from these rights. This system, of course, dated back to, and had its origin in, colonial conquest and dispossession. Resistance to this system on the part of the oppressed passed through various stages. By the time of the installation of the apartheid system, the major resistance organisation was the African National Congress (allied since 1928 to the Communist Party of South Africa, CPSA). The ANC defined it as a struggle for national liberation.


    The relationship between capitalism and apartheid was one of the critical questions both in the definition of the objectives of the national liberation struggle, and in the struggle over the progress of the NDR in the period following the democratic breakthrough after 1994.


    Liberal discourse, which dominated much academic writing on the subject of apartheid until the mid-1970s, saw apartheid as a purely ideological creation, delinked from and antithetical to the ‘economy’. Writers within this paradigm saw the history of South Africa as being shaped by a clash between the forces of ideology and ‘the economy’, with the end of apartheid seen as arising from an incremental process in which economic growth and the needs of the ‘economy’ would erode the ‘irrational’ edifice of apartheid and usher in a non-racial meritocracy.2


    In the 1970s a corpus of literature emerged challenging this paradigm.3 Various pieces of historical research identified how many of the main discriminatory measures adopted in the period between the emergence of the mining industry in the late 19th century and 1948, and known generically as policies of segregation, were imposed to support capital accumulation. Studies showed how mining capital turned to measures such as pass laws, closed compounds, laws prohibiting trade union organisation by African workers and the migrant labour system to bring into existence a low-paid, low-skilled labour force drawn from the oppressed black population. One scholar called these types of measures ‘exploitation colour bars’, and showed how they in turn created competition with higher-paid, higher-skilled white workers who responded by demanding ‘job colour bars’.4


    I was one of a small number of mainly white postgraduate students who found themselves for various reasons at British universities conducting this kind of research in the 1970s. The giant among us was our mentor, Harold Wolpe. Wolpe had been a leading member of the Rivonia high command, and had been arrested, along with other members of the ANC and SACP leadership, during the raid on Liliesleaf Farm on 11 July 1963. He would certainly have been subjected to a lengthy prison term, along with Nelson Mandela, Walter Sisulu and others, had not he and Arthur Goldreich managed to engineer a dramatic escape from prison a few weeks later. Wolpe’s writings sought to refine and deepen the theoretical characterisation by the ANC and SACP of apartheid as ‘internal colonialism’ or ‘Colonialism of a Special Type’. Dan O’Meara said of Wolpe, ‘[His] work and actions played a fundamental role in revolutionising the way in which social scientists and activists in the struggle against apartheid both understood the workings of South African society and the appropriate ways to change it.’5


    Wolpe’s seminal contribution sought to theorise the specific form of ‘articulation of modes of production’ that made up the ‘South African social formation’. The migrant labour system involved the ‘conservation’ and ‘subordination’ of subsistence household production in areas of origin of migrant labourers, known variously as ‘reserves’ or ‘homelands’. Put simply, subsistence household production meant that families of migrant workers carried the costs of their own reproduction, enabling mining capital to drive down the wages of African migrant workers to levels below those that would otherwise be possible. Wolpe saw this relationship as pivotal to the entire edifice of Colonialism of a Special Type.6 Wolpe read and critiqued the various more empirical studies emerging from the postgraduate students who converged on British universities at the time, as well as the historical contributions of Martin Legassick, who was by then a senior lecturer at the University of Warwick. From Wolpe, we learnt the importance of both theoretical and empirical rigour, and that research could be important in improving liberatory practice. Wolpe’s role was that of the synthesiser and theorist who combined various insights into, among other things, perhaps the most elegant Marxist theory of the apartheid state.7


    Apartheid emerged in the period after 1948 in the midst of a crisis of segregation affecting differentially various forces in the racially defined dominant power bloc. The Second World War had seen significant industrialisation and urbanisation. Many thousands of African workers flocked to townships around cities in search of the relatively higher wages paid in manufacturing. This deprived weaker white commercial farmers of access to the cheap labour they had become accustomed to. At the same time, white workers saw their higher wages potentially being undermined by competition from lower-paid African workers. African workers began organising in trade unions, highlighted by a major strike in the mining industry in 1946. The African National Congress, meanwhile, reinvigorated by the formation of its Youth League, was mobilising increasingly effective militant campaigns.


    The election of the National Party to government in 1948 should be seen in the first instance as the electoral triumph of an alliance of those class forces that were most threatened by the weakening of the edifice of segregation.8 These included small-scale white commercial farmers, who depended on the enforcement of influx-control regulations to secure access to cheap labour, and sections of the white working class who saw weakened job colour bars as undermining their access to employment. Beyond this was an aspirant, ethnically defined Afrikaner capital, which looked to a programme of state intervention and subsidy to carve out a niche in a bourgeoisie then dominated by foreign and ‘English-speaking’ settler capital – which it then caricatured as ‘Hoggenheimers’. These forces were united under the banner of Afrikaner nationalism.


    The first phase of the apartheid period, from 1948 to around 1960, saw the mounting of an offensive by the new regime against the oppressed black people with the aim of securing the interests of the dominant bloc in general and its own narrower support base in particular. One of the regime’s first priorities was, in the words of one of its ministers, ‘to bleed the (black) trade unions to death’.9 This involved both the decisive removal of trade unions with African members from the official statutory industrial relations system and generalised repression directed against working-class leaders, trade unionists and members of the CPSA (which was banned in 1950). Strikes by black workers were also prohibited. By 1955 official statistics recorded an actual fall in average real wages paid to African workers. One researcher calculated that in 1969 the average real wage paid to black workers in the gold-mining industry was lower than it had been in 1889.10 Other measures included a strengthening of pass laws and influx-control regulations. In 1956, African women were for the first time required to carry passes, leading to the famous march to the Union Buildings on 9 August.


    This offensive did not go without challenge. The ANC launched a non-violent Defiance Campaign targeting the plethora of racially discriminatory laws and regulations. This led in turn to a steady escalation of repression by the regime. In 1955, the ANC organised a Congress of the People, which adopted the Freedom Charter, proclaiming that ‘South Africa belongs to all who live in it, black and white’, and that no government could claim legitimacy if was not based on ‘the will of all the people’.11 The two projects in the struggle for South Africa were henceforth clearly defined.


    This first phase came to an end in 1960–1963 with the first crisis of apartheid. In March 1960 police opened fire on a crowd in Sharpeville protesting against the pass laws. Over 70 pass-burners were killed, several shot in the back as they fled the police. The shockwaves of the Sharpeville massacre reverberated around the world. Several governments and international organisations reacted by imposing boycotts and sanctions. Even South Africa’s long-standing allies and partners in the West looked on anxiously, wondering whether the regime was about to fall. The regime’s response was to further intensify repression. It banned the ANC as well as the breakaway Pan Africanist Congress and introduced detention without trial, among other things. The ANC saw itself at a moment where it had either to submit or fight. Under the leadership of Nelson Mandela, it set up uMkhonto we Sizwe (MK, Spear of the Nation) and launched an armed struggle, whose opening shots were a sabotage campaign. For three years uncertainty reigned, but eventually the regime gained the upper hand when it arrested the MK high command at Liliesleaf Farm, Rivonia, and consigned them to long terms of imprisonment.


    The ten years from 1963 to 1973 were the ‘golden years’ for the beneficiaries of apartheid. The white power bloc as a whole enjoyed increasing prosperity in an economy undergoing significant growth and generating handsome profits for both domestic and foreign capital. Significant industrial development unfolded, and large domestic conglomerates emerged (some of them owned and controlled by Afrikaner capital). Foreign investment from Western countries poured in despite sanctions campaigns. The black majority, by contrast, experienced stagnant living standards amid pervasive repression.


    It was in this period that the apartheid political project began to unfold. Starting under the leadership of HF Verwoerd (Prime Minister from 1958 to 1966), this envisaged the territorial division of South Africa into a permanently white-ruled area consisting of 87 per cent of the surface area of the country, with eight self-governing and eventually ‘independent’ African tribal ‘homelands’ being created in the remaining 13 per cent. All African people were to be regarded as citizens of one or other of these homelands and recognised as only ‘ temporary sojourners’ in white South Africa. Various euphemisms were developed to replace the term ‘apartheid’, including ‘separate development’.


    It was in 1973 that the balance of forces began to turn against the white power bloc. The onset of the global economic downturn of the mid-1970s placed serious downward pressure on African living standards. Against that background, workers in Durban went on strike, demanding higher wages. In the face of the scale and determination of these strikes, both capital and the apartheid state faltered. Finding themselves unable to respond in the way they had become accustomed – dismissing strikers and replacing them with other recruits – they instead began negotiating with strikers. This spurred the resurgence, for the first time in nearly two decades, of trade union organisation among black workers.


    In 1976 came the famous youth and student uprising in Soweto. At about the same time MK resumed the armed struggle inside the country, using base and transit facilities made available in neighbouring countries. By the end of the decade the regime led by BJ Vorster, who had come to office as the ‘strong man’ of the post-1960 repression, was looking out of control. A ‘palace coup’ brought PW Botha, the Minister of Defence and champion of the securocrats (an influential grouping of military and security officials), in as head of the regime, first as prime minister and later as executive president.


    Under Botha, the regime underwent significant militarisation, with military-dominated security structures becoming the centre of decision-making. The securocrats devised the ‘total strategy’ to respond to the ‘total onslaught’ they saw themselves as confronting.12 Eighty per cent of the actions under the total strategy were supposed to be political, with only 20 per cent directly security. Among the political elements of the total strategy was the creation of subordinated legislative chambers, elected by minority communities in the black population (South Africans classified as coloured and Indian) in a tricameral parliament. Long and tortuous debates about how to create supposedly representative bodies for ‘urban Africans’ had not proceeded beyond plans for local authorities before the demise of the regime.


    In the event, none of these stratagems had much impact, and in practice the 80:20 formula was turned on its head, with most actions being security measures. Detentions proceeded apace amid the declaration of two states of emergency. Cross-border raids and military assaults in neighbouring countries became common. Towards its end, the regime resorted to assassination and extrajudicial murder on an ever-increasing scale. None of this succeeded in thwarting a liberation struggle gathering pace across all four of its pillars – armed struggle, building the underground, mass action and international isolation. By 1986 the regime was widely seen to be losing the strategic initiative. Western bankers refused to roll over loans, fearing the prospect of default rather than being motivated by solidarity. This seriously limited the regime’s access to international credit and had a debilitating effect on the economy.


    In 1987 a large detachment of the regime’s military forces became embroiled in a major battle at Cuito Cuanavale, in Angola, after an adventurous assault deep into the southern part of that country. Massive reinforcement of Angolan forces by Cuba led to the apartheid forces losing air and ground supremacy, obliging them for the first time ever to negotiate an exit from Cuito Cuanavale.


    The significance of Cuito Cuanavale is discussed more fully in Chapter 2, but, among other things, it exposed the beleaguered militaristic regime of PW Botha as having no solutions. Abandoned by his erstwhile allies in monopoly capital, Botha was ousted in another palace coup by FW de Klerk. De Klerk was positioned on the right of the National Party, but came to recognise that white minority rule could no longer be sustained without continued conflict, with damaging effects on the economy.


    By the start of the 1990s, the forces of liberation had reached the point where they had made visible progress but were still far from being able to decisively defeat the apartheid enemy. Their allies in the southern African region, meanwhile, had become increasingly war-weary after being battered by apartheid destabilisation (see Chapter 2). Finally, the thawing of the Cold War created a new momentum towards seeking ‘regional solutions to regional conflicts’ (see Chapter 4). ANC President OR Tambo saw both the opportunities and risks in the emerging conjuncture. He conducted a major diplomatic initiative culminating in the adoption of the Harare Declaration, endorsed by the Frontline States (Mozambique, Angola, Zambia, Zimbabwe and Tanzania), defining the terms and scope of a potential negotiated transition.


    In February 1990, FW de Klerk dramatically unbanned the ANC, the SACP and other proscribed organisations and announced his willingness to engage in negotiations. The stage was set for a negotiated transition.


    The negotiation process lasted from 1990 to 1993, went through many ups and downs, and encountered several crises along the way. The De Klerk regime, recognising that it could no longer hold on to white minority rule, moved its focus to trying to ensure that the core interests of capital and its white electoral base would be preserved whoever eventually came into government. The formal negotiations focused on the constitutional order. The ANC insisted that the constitution of a democratic South Africa would have to be developed by an elected Constitutional Assembly, but it agreed that a pre-election process could produce an interim constitution in terms of which democratic elections would be held. After much bargaining there was also agreement that pre-defined constitutional principles would also be included in the final constitution.


    The murder of SACP General Secretary and ANC leader Chris Hani in April 1993, by elements of the white far right, proved to be a major catalytic event. With the country on the brink of widespread violence in the aftermath of Hani’s assassination, ANC President Nelson Mandela asserted himself as the country’s de facto leader. The De Klerk regime quickly agreed to an election date, 27 April 1994, and to work in earnest to put in place the processes required to meet that deadline.


    The constitutional principles were finalised in this period. They required there to be an amnesty for those who had committed acts of political violence ‘on all sides’. Property would have to be protected, although there could be ‘restitution’ of property acquired through discriminatory practices under apartheid. There would be a justiciable constitution, a strong independent judiciary, an independent Reserve Bank, a degree of autonomy for separately elected provincial and local government and procedures to raise taxes and manage public expenditure according to prescribed norms. There was also to be a Government of National Unity (GNU), with members drawn proportionately from all parties who reached a prescribed threshold, for five years. On 27 April 1994 the country held its first democratic non-racial election. The ANC won a little less than two-thirds of the seats in a party-list proportional-vote system. Within a fortnight, Nelson Mandela was inaugurated President, with FW de Klerk one of two Deputy Presidents, the other being the ANC’s Thabo Mbeki.
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    The southern African region


    Living in exile in southern Africa during the decade of the 1980s led me to develop an appreciation of South Africa’s position as an integral part of the African continent and of the southern African region in particular. A region, with meaning beyond a group of geographically contiguous countries, can, in fact, be identified as having come into existence in southern Africa at the end of the 19th century.1 Once again, the development of the gold-mining industry in South Africa was pivotal in its formation.


    Right from the onset of deep-level gold mining on the Witwatersrand in 1887 until the late 1970s, thousands of African migrant workers were drawn from ‘labour reserves’ not just inside South Africa’s borders but across several of the territories of southern Africa. The colonial history of Lesotho, for example, is one of suppression by the British colonial authorities of commercial agricultural production in order to transform that territory into a labour reserve for the South African mines.2 The Portuguese rulers of Mozambique entered into a contract with the South African Chamber of Mines allowing it to recruit Mozambican migrant workers in the area south of latitude 22 degrees south. In return, the Chamber agreed that a defined portion of wages earned by Mozambican migrant workers would be compulsorily remitted for payment back home through a transfer in gold to the Portuguese colonial authorities. When the gold exchange standard was ended in the early 1970s, and the gold price rose, this allowed the Portuguese colonial authorities to make a handsome profit at the workers’ expense. Other commitments agreed to were that the South African authorities would ensure that a defined percentage of traffic to and from the Witwatersrand would pass through the port of Lourenço Marques (now Maputo). These arrangements persisted until Mozambican independence in 1975.3 Similar arrangements allowed the Chamber to recruit migrant workers from parts of what are now Malawi, Botswana, Eswatini (Swaziland), Zambia and Tanzania.


    Beyond the migrant labour system, Botswana, Lesotho and Eswatini were until their independence administered by the British High Commission in South Africa and economically incorporated into South Africa, with a customs union, monetary union and unrestricted movement of persons across national borders. Namibia (then called South West Africa) became virtually a fifth province, after being seized from the erstwhile German colonial authorities during the First World War. Although the settler population of Zimbabwe (then called Southern Rhodesia) rejected formal incorporation into South Africa in a referendum in 1923, and despite a decade-long colonial project to develop an alternative Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland, extensive trade and investment ties drew what are now Zimbabwe, Zambia and Malawi into what became a South Africa-centric southern African regional economy.


    In addition to being forged by colonial capitalist arrangements, the region was also made by the ‘informal’ actions of its people. Colonial borders cut across communities, who continued to trade with each other and maintain family and clan relations. Informal intraregional trade was, and still is, not properly recorded but is generally estimated to be considerable.


    Politically, all territories became subjects of either British or Portuguese colonial arrangements. In 1963, the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland was dissolved as Malawi and Zambia became independent in 1964. The following year saw the self-governing settler regime in Southern Rhodesia, now calling itself simply Rhodesia, making a Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI) from Britain. In the following four years Botswana, Lesotho and Eswatini all became independent. 


    After the banning of the ANC and the arrest of its underground leadership, the organisation regrouped in exile. The formation of the Organization of African Unity (OAU) in 1963 proclaimed as its first priority support for the complete decolonisation and liberation of the entire continent. The governments of independent Tanganyika (later Tanzania), under President Julius Nyerere, and Zambia, under President Kenneth Kaunda, both placed their countries at the disposal of OAU-recognised liberation movements. Apart from the ANC and the Pan Africanist Congress, these included the Frente de Libertação de Moçambique (Frelimo), the Movimento Popular de Libertação de Angola (MPLA), the South West Africa People’s Organisation (Swapo) of Namibia, the Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU) and the Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU), all of which became involved in armed struggles with the colonial regimes in their respective countries.


    Up until the mid-1970s the apartheid regime’s regional strategy prioritised reinforcing what it termed ‘buffer states’. These were the Portuguese-ruled territories of Angola and Mozambique and the settler-ruled Rhodesia. The overall objective was to keep the liberation forces far from the borders of the South African heartland.


    Portugal was the weakest link in this chain. Although the presence of the Portuguese in Africa dates back to the late 15th century, Portugal itself was never strong enough to maintain a firm hold over its colonies. One of the local beer brands in Maputo is Dois M (2 Ms). The two Ms refer to Patrice de MacMahon, who was President of France towards the end of the 19th century. MacMahon is remembered because it was he who ruled, in one of the then existing processes for resolving contending colonial claims, that parts of southern Mozambique be assigned to Portugal rather than becoming part of what is now South Africa.4 The ‘outsourcing’ of this area as a recruitment ground for the Chamber of Mines reflected the inability of Portugal thereafter fully to economically exploit this territory.


    After a coup in 1926, Portugal came to be ruled by a fascistic regime led initially by António Salazar and later by Marcelo Caetano. Portuguese colonies included the enclave of Goa in India, as well as East Timor and Macao in Asia, and Angola, Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau, Cape Verde and São Tomé e Príncipe in Africa. In the 1960s India reincorporated Goa into its territory with little resistance from Portugal. Ideological trickery, including the renaming of colonies as ‘provinces’ of a ‘pluri-continental Portugal’, had little or no impact in thwarting the development of liberation movements. By the late 1960s Portugal found itself embroiled in increasingly bitter military conflicts against liberation movements in several of its African colonies, as well as in East Timor. As a member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), Portugal was able to rely on extensive military collaboration with its NATO allies. But by the mid-1970s these colonial wars had become increasingly costly economically, as well as unpopular among the ever-expanding number of Portuguese youth conscripted to fight in far-off ‘provinces’.


    In 1974, amid the failure of a major operation directed against Frelimo (called Operation Gordian Knot), a group of young military officers in Portugal overthrew the Caetano regime. Shortly thereafter, negotiations began with liberation movements. This led in quick succession to independence for Mozambique in June 1975 and for Angola in November 1975.5


    The fall of these two former buffer states significantly changed the balance of forces in southern Africa. The apartheid regime was taken aback and had no clear idea of how to respond. Its military forces moved into Angola in November 1975, almost reaching Luanda, in the evident hope of forestalling the installation of an MPLA-led government. But these forces were withdrawn when it was made clear that such a move would not draw support from the United States (US) despite the widespread collaboration the apartheid regime apparently enjoyed from the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in supporting a rival movement, the União Nacional da Indepêndencia Total de Angola (Unita). According to sources widely credited in Mozambique, a similar incident occurred just before that country’s independence. A force was reportedly assembled by the Bureau for State Security (BOSS) with the apparent intention of intervening to support an attempted settler coup in late 1974. This, however, was disarmed by Military Intelligence operatives loyal to then Defence Minister PW Botha, who was convinced that the coup was not viable and that any such move would lead to apartheid South Africa’s further international isolation. Mozambique’s independence proceeded and this also immediately opened up the eastern front in the liberation war in Zimbabwe. Within four years, the Rhodesian settler regime found itself unable to resist a transition that eventually resulted in independence for Zimbabwe, under a government led by ZANU, in 1980.


    After the installation of the Botha regime, the total strategy began also to be applied in the southern African region.6 Among its political elements was the floating of a proposal for the establishment of a Constellation of Southern African States (Consas).7 Seeing this as some kind of loose alliance based on economic cooperation, the regime hoped to draw in Malawi, then ruled by the autocratic Hastings Banda, and some of the Southern African Customs Union (SACU) member countries, isolating the grouping that had been constituted as the Frontline States. No country, however, formally associated with Consas, leaving it stillborn. Instead the Frontline States succeeded in mobilising all independent regional states, including key Consas targets, into the Southern African Development Coordination Conference (SADCC), formed in 1980, which later evolved into SADC. SADCC’s initial programme prioritised ‘reducing the dependency (of its members) particularly but not only on the Republic of South Africa’.8 In this context, total strategy in the southern African region, like its home-based component, fell back to inverting the formula and becoming 80 per cent military action. Cross-border raids and assassinations were carried out against suspected residences or bases of the liberation movement, with increasing indifference to the harm caused to innocent civilians and bystanders. The Reagan administration’s doctrine of supporting right-wing ‘contra movements’ to wage guerrilla war on left-wing governments in Nicaragua and elsewhere in Latin America was imported and applied in what became known as ‘destabilisation’.


    In Angola, this meant the South African Defence Force (SADF) supporting and equipping Unita in its quest to establish a ‘zone of control’ in southern Angola. By the mid-1980s, this had come also to include regular seasonal incursions into southern Angola by SADF special forces and even regular troops and conscripts.


    In the case of Mozambique, the chosen vehicle was Renamo, which initially had been supported and equipped by Rhodesian special forces. After Zimbabwean independence, many Renamo members, including its titular leader, Afonso Dhlakama, moved to South Africa, where they fell under the wing of SADF Military Intelligence. A project code-named Operation Mila saw the SADF massively upgrading Renamo’s capabilities and unleashing them as what were widely known in Mozambique as ‘armed bandits’.9 The Renamo assault caused widespread destruction across the rural infrastructure of much of the country. So successful indeed did the SADF consider this project that it later became a model for sponsoring ‘black on black’ violence inside South Africa itself.10


    Destabilisation also came to include an economic component. Railway lines and other communications networks, particularly those prioritised by SADCC, became targets both in cross-border raids and in actions by contra groups. There was even a complete economic blockade of Lesotho in 1986, ostensibly in retaliation for the support given to the ANC by Prime Minister Leabua Jonathan. That blockade prompted a military coup in January 1986, which installed a more compliant military regime.11


    Apartheid destabilisation cost the region an estimated US$10 billion between 1980 and 1985, an amount greater than all the foreign aid received and equivalent to one-third of its combined export earnings. More than 100 000 people lost their lives.12 These bald figures, however, miss the harsh truth that many of the actions by contra groups deliberately targeted ordinary populations. The modus operandi of Renamo, for example, was to destroy schools and clinics in any village it came to (on the grounds that these were symbols of government authority). Press-ganging of young boys into its ranks was also common. So blatant were its war crimes that even an official of the Reagan administration accused the group of responsibility for ‘one of the most brutal holocausts against ordinary human beings at any time since the Second World War’.13


    This assault included even the assassination of a head of state, President Samora Machel of Mozambique. Machel had in fact attempted to spare his country from this assault by signing, in March 1984, a formal non-aggression pact with the apartheid regime – the Nkomati Accord. Machel’s death in October 1986 followed the presentation by his government of irrefutable evidence of the apartheid regime’s violation of the Nkomati Accord (see Chapter 3), and more immediately the mobilisation by Machel of pressure on Malawi to clamp down on the use of its territory by the SADF and Renamo. More precisely, Samora Machel died in a plane crash at Mbuzini in South Africa while returning from a special summit of the Frontline States on this question. The South African official inquiry blamed pilot error. But there were several reports over the years alleging that the SADF had used a ‘false beam’ device to lure Machel’s plane off course. I was a researcher in Maputo at the time and carefully monitored the commentary being made by apartheid officials in the period leading up to the crash. This was full of threats and statements to the effect that Machel himself had become an obstacle to restoring relations along the lines desired by the apartheid regime and needed to be removed. Perhaps there never will be final closure on this question. But I certainly am one who remains extremely sceptical of suggestions from the standpoint of the apartheid authorities that Samora Machel’s extremely timely removal was a mere ‘accident’.14


    By the end of the 1980s the wastelands of the struggle for South Africa were not in South Africa itself but in the region around it – southern Africa. But it was also in southern Africa that apartheid finally encountered its own Stalingrad. In 1987–1988 the SADF made its regular seasonal incursion into southern Angola. As usual they were met by contingents of the Forças Armadas Populares da Libertação de Angola (Fapla, the Angolan armed forces). On this occasion a particular Fapla division found itself some distance from its supply lines, and this was seen as creating an opportunity for the SADF significantly to enlarge Unita’s area of control. Analyses at the time suggested that the SADF/Unita strategists saw this as potentially creating enough of a territorial hold to demand negotiations for a power-sharing government. A ‘linkage doctrine’ supported by key Western powers held that there could be no advance in negotiations for Namibian independence without simultaneously dealing with the Angolan question.


    The SADF piled in forces to take on the isolated Fapla division. This included deploying its advanced G5 and G6 artillery, its best fighter jets and ground troops that included not just special forces but also white conscripts. The SADF force would probably have outmatched available Fapla forces, but in a remarkable display both of international solidarity and strategic savvy, Cuba massively increased its forces, bringing in also new technology, including Soviet-made missile radar systems. The SADF force found itself tied down near the town of Cuito Cuanavale. Moreover, for the first time ever in its incursions in southern Africa, the SADF lost air supremacy, lacking any countermeasure to the missile radar system.15 The prospect of being overrun loomed. At the same time, the combined Cuban-Fapla force began advancing towards SADF bases in northern Namibia. This raised the spectre of PW Botha’s having to face the political challenge of explaining the arrival of body bags containing not just Unita and special forces but significant numbers of white conscripts as well.


    Cuito Cuanavale was a turning point. Cuban leader Fidel Castro declared: ‘The history of Africa will be written as before and after Cuito Cuanavale.’16 Yet, in a debate in the National Assembly on the 20th anniversary of the battle of Cuito Cuanavale in 2007, voices from the old order repeated the claim that in fact it was the SADF that ‘won’ at Cuito Cuanavale.17 This rested on a very narrow interpretation that the SADF’s objectives were to halt the southward advance into Namibia of Cuban and Angolan forces. From a broader strategic perspective, PW Botha found himself obliged to sue for peace on terms other than his own. Indeed, the terms presented to him effectively turned the linkage doctrine on its head. To negotiate an orderly withdrawal of its forces, including significant quantities of its most advanced materiel, the Botha regime was required to negotiate independence for Namibia.


    Namibia became independent on 20 March 1990 and from that point the path to South Africa’s own transition, while still rocky in parts, was never in doubt. Cuito Cuanavale was indeed apartheid’s Stalingrad. However, while the road from Stalingrad to Berlin saw large swathes of both the Soviet Union and Germany laid waste, in southern Africa the wastelands were confined to the region only.
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    Mozambican socialism


    I arrived in Mozambique in 1979, four years after its independence. Frelimo, at its third congress a year earlier, had proclaimed itself a Marxist-Leninist party pursuing a programme of socialist transition in Mozambique. In 1979, local Frelimo party structures were mobilising neighbourhood communities for street-cleaning activities on Sunday mornings. Household groceries were obtained by joining a neighbourhood cooperative, which offered everyone defined amounts of basic goods at low prices. University students were mobilised to assist in harvesting rice. It was, in short, a time when popular mobilisation and enthusiasm for revolutionary change were strongly evident.
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    My access card to the Centro de Estudos Africanos (CEA), Maputo, where I worked for 11 years from 1979 to 1990.


    For the next 11 years, I worked at the Centro de Estudos Africanos at Eduardo Mondlane University (Universidade Eduardo Mondlane, UEM). Mozambique’s only university at the time was named after the founding president of Frelimo, who had been assassinated in Dar es Salaam in 1969. The CEA was led by two remarkable personalities, both of whom suffered violent deaths at the hands of the apartheid regime.


    The director was Aquino de Bragança. Originally from Goa, Bragança was a founder member of the Confêrencia das Organizações Nacionalistas das Colónias Portuguesas (CONCP), the organisation of resistance to Portuguese colonialism that predated the formation of country-specific liberation movements such as Frelimo and the MPLA. Bragança was widely respected in Frelimo and was a confidant of, and adviser to, President Samora Machel. It was widely assumed that he could have secured a senior political position, but he chose instead to devote himself to research and scholarship. He died in the Mbuzini plane crash with Machel on 18 October 1986.


    The director of research at the CEA was Ruth First, who was well known as a journalist, author and leading member of both the ANC and SACP of the same generation as Nelson Mandela and Oliver Tambo. She was killed in her office at the CEA on 17 August 1982 when she opened a letter bomb. Ruth had just organised a conference on research support for SADCC and was in her office with some of the visiting participants when the letter bomb exploded. One of those was Pallo Jordan, who was slightly injured in the blast. I was deployed by the ANC to accompany President Machel when he inspected the scene that evening. I had never before encountered the effects of a letter bomb. The image of blood and flesh splattered all over cracked walls and the ceiling is something I will never forget.


    Years later, the notorious Craig Williamson received amnesty from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) for this act.1 Those of us around at the time still believe that the TRC erred in this case. Williamson claimed the bomb had been meant for Joe Slovo or ‘the Slovos’. We never believed that Ruth opened Joe’s mail, which also never came to her office at the CEA. Besides, Ruth at the time was fully focused on her research work and was not involved in ANC underground work. She was convinced that the struggle to build socialism in Mozambique and the struggle for liberation in South Africa were inextricably interlinked. Many an ANC comrade passing through Maputo found it hard to understand Ruth’s focus on issues of Mozambique. Killing her would have been akin to attacking National Party sympathisers working at universities in South Africa – something the ANC never did.
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    The staff of the CEA in the late 1980s (after the deaths of Aquino de Bragança and Ruth First). I am standing on the left.
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    With Sidwell Medupe at the memorial to Aquino de Bragança and Ruth First outside the CEA, Maputo 2018.


    Both Aquino de Bragança and Ruth First championed the view that research aimed at providing ‘critical support’ could contribute significantly to the advance of national liberation in southern Africa in general, and to the building of socialism in Mozambique in particular. In fact, the conference Ruth had organised on the eve of her death grappled precisely with that question. Mozambique attracted a variety of Marxists, communists and left-wingers of all sorts. They included lecturers from Eastern Europe (the German Democratic Republic and Soviet Union in particular) deployed on state-to-state assistance programmes. Several of these taught formal courses on Marxism-Leninism that were compulsory for all students at UEM. These largely involved packaged summaries of some of the major philosophical propositions of the Marxist-Leninist classics plus lists of the ‘achievements’ of the Eastern European socialist countries.


    These courses generated a considerable backlash among students. There was a joke that did the rounds at the medical school: you go to the Marxism-Leninism class the first time and get an injection. The second time you get another injection. By the third time you are totally immune to Marxism-Leninism. The CEA sought to promote a more creative approach, seeing Marxism as a tool of analysis to grapple with the concrete realities of Mozambique’s attempted socialist transition. The central raison d’être was that there was a need for research that provided critical support to the Frelimo government’s programmes and policies. The element of ‘support’ referred to the definition of the project and programme by the liberation movement, which was not in dispute. But the examination of concrete practice needed to be critical to arm and empower the party and government with insights to improve implementation. The CEA sought to establish space for this approach, and much of the seminar on research support for the then incipient SADCC grappled with this issue.
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