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Will they come back to bite us?

Zuma's Cabinet recently
changed the defence
portfolio into the Ministry
of Defence and War
Veterans. Trevor Ngwane
wonders about the
significance of this move.

ANC (African National

Congress) conference | met an
old MK (Mkhonto we Sizwe)
comrade of mine. Ho was clear, he
was going to Polokwane to get rid
of peopla who were messing up his
organisation, the ANC. | was struck.
about how strongly he felt about
the issua,

| remembered his vehemence
when | read that MK veterans were
going to march against Helen Zille's
falure to balance gender in her
cabinet, The other day | saw on TV
angry MK veterans spewing fira
and brimstona against Zille for
insulting their president, Msholozi

When the ANC announced the
new Cabinet they changed the
nama of tha old dafence force into
the Ministry of Defenca and War
Veterans.

When | put all these things
togather | ask myself: what's going
on here? Are war veterans being
developed into a distinct
constituency of future importance
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in South African politics? These are
questions many paople will ask
themsalves and not with a litla
‘worry given what happenad with
Mugabe's war veterans up north.

When things started to go bad for
Mugabe, he suddenly mobilisad war
veterans who proved to be an
aggressive bunch prone to taking
matters into their hands, notably
the farms they liberated from white
hands. But if you look at the ruin
that s Zimbabwe today you start to
‘wonder whera South Africa is
going. f wa are also going to have
our own war vaterans to deal with
and, even more worrying, how they
will deal with us,

But i there cause for concern? To
find the answer et us look deaper
at MK and the history of the armed
struggle in our country.

MK HISTORY
The soldiers of MK were mostly
brave and proud fraedom fighters
They were preparad to pay the
ultimate price, death, in the
struggla for liberation. But this doss
ot mean there were no problems
in MK and the way the armed!
struggla was conducted. Some of
thesa problams turned good paople
into bad people

It s these problems and how
they were dealt with that can help
us have a complete pictura of MK
and its possible futura role in South
Africa. My analysis does not apply
to other liberation movement
armies such as those of the PAC
(Pan African Congress) and BCM
(Black Consciousness Movemant).

In his book ANC Underground,
Raymond Stitner pointed out the
dark side of armed struggle and

underground tactics for the people
concerned. Ho shows how, for
example, the naed for rigid military
discipline in the people’s army
could undermina democratic
process in the movement as
‘whole. Militarism and clandestine
operations could give rise to an
organisational culture that
rewardad blind obedience and
punished critical thinking and
engagement.

Paul Trehwela has dona resaarch
into how MK and ANC leaders dealt
with rebellion in the ranks of the
guerilla army.There were arrests,
torture and martial executions of
MK soldiers suspected of being
enemy agents for fomanting the
1884 mutiny. Many top ANC leaders
today were around during this sad
chapter in tha history of the armed
struggle and did nothing to stop
the carnage. Soma bora witness as
MK guerillas were tied to trees and
shot by an MIK firing squad using
tracer bullts.

What went wrong in the MK
‘camps? Skweyiya was instructed by
the ANC to set up a commission to
investigate what happenad in the
‘camps in Angola, Zambia and
Tanzania. He reported in 1992, His
findings mostly corroborate
Trahwelas research. Some MK
commanders had bacome
dictatorial demanding absolute and
unquestioning obadience from
their juniors sometimes at the
expansa of human rights and
freedoms,

Instead of ANC leadership solving
problems in the camps they
becama defensive. Under pressura
from running a political movement
in exile and facing a vicious enemy,
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leaders became intolerant, fost
perspective and condoned the
abuse of human rights. They feared
infiltration by enemy agents and
correctly so because history reveals
that the ANC was thoroughly
infiltrated by apartheid spies. It is
probable that agants provocateurs
and double agents played a large
part in worsening th criss

The ANC overcame this crisis in
its ranks but some scars have not
hesled and there is some baggage
left over, Ona of tha attributes that
distinguishes the ANC's
organisational cultura is unity and
respact for leadership. This
Sometimes translates in practice
into respect for the leader. Thus it is
ot the policies and positions of
the organisation s they relate to
the neads of the masses that matter
50 much as organisational loyalty
and support for the anointed
leader.

At some point tha ANC
leadership bacame hostila to
eriticism from within its family.
There was no easier place to instill
top down ideas of leadership than
in the guerilla army The need for
strict discipline, socrecy,
unquestioning obedience and
personal loyalties were cradible
arguments in that context.

At first the ANC guerilla army

prided itself on politis: the high
lavel of political raining that ts
cadre raceived. But as the problems
amassed in the camps less and less
attention was paid to political
education and discussion. Critical
engagement was discouraged in
favour of unquestioning rote
learning of key principles.

MEANING FOR TODAY?

Today we find Souith Africa and the
ANC at a crossroads. This is a time
of many questions about politcs,
conomics and the future of our
country.The people need to
discuss, o question, o be critical,
to ba creative,to come up with
solutions. But the spirit o trusting
the leadar and biind obedienca is a
brake on this. The spiri of shutting
up dabate with violent threats is a
wall to stop ths.

‘The question facing the working
class and the poor is whether the
government of Jacob Zuma will
provide solutions to the many
problems Ther is unemployment,
poorly paid work, casualisation and
many other problems facing the.
‘working class. Somatimes Zuma
speaks a lot of sense and ina
simple way that wa can all
understand, but none of his policies
rapresant a break with the past.The
policies have to change if there is

going to be meaningful change.

But Zuma is stil ollowing
Mbeki's naoliberal capitalist road,
Ha leaves profits alone in the
pockets of the capitalists and
ensures that the working class
continues being exploited by
capital without too much
murmuring.The difference between
him and Mbeki is that he can
guarantea to the bosss the loyalty
and cooperation of the SACP and
Cosatu Congress of South African
Trade Unions (Cosatu). As Vavi
boastad: This i the bast of times
for the (ANC'SACP-Cosatu)
Allianca?”

“The leaders of SACP and Cosatu
do ot aim to get id of al forms of
oppression and exploitation. Rather,
they aim to find a placa for
themselves inside that same old
otten system even I it s now
called the developmental state. And
increasingly when you shout
“Revolt!" they will be the first ones.
10 attack you.And then the MK
veterans,like the Zimbabwe war
vats, will have been built into a
vicious dog that bites those seen as
attacking the great leader and his.
government of national liberation B

Trovor Ngwane is a member of the
Socialist Group. He Is active in
social movements,




