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Constructing consensus

ack 1in 1991 when the polineal
Bntgnllalltln process was on the

brink of collip~e many actiyisis,
especially in the trade umaons, bepan to
mise cntical guestions about the ANC and
the manner in which ot was canducung
the negotations with the apanhieid
Fnvemement

The cnucisms pentzined to the snyle of
leaderslup, undemperatic practices and
the absence of any stmtegic approach to
the negotiations As one union:st put it
“We commdes who were acine inyide the
country thought the exailed lcadership
were without fzulis We did not take into
account the effects of ewale, of being far
from home, of working underground
When the ANC was unbanned we noticed
problems . we lost the culture that had
been established between the UDF and
COSATU"

A lot has chanped since 19914 Vibrant,
apen debate and cniticism has been
replaced by the viow that cnacising the
ANC s undesirable, unpatniotic and racist
Elements of the old order are stall hard at
work tning 1o destahilise the democranc
order led by the ANC. Amy eniticism is
regarded as playing into the hands of
those elements The suhbstance of the
cniticrsm 15 pot addressed This has
engendertd foar amongst some and
discomfor amonpst others The result is a
false sense of consensus

Dale McKinley s book is a welcome and

Sakbela Brublungu reviews “The
ANC and the iberation strugele:
a critical political biograply”,
by Dale McKinley (Plito Press,
1997)

timely contnbution 10 the debare about
the characrer of the transition in South
Afnica The book presents an histoneal
catique of the characier and direction of
the ANC ¢and the SACP), ath a speaific
focus on the relationsup between the
objectne conditions in w hich the struggle
was conducted and the strategc and
tactical choices the orgamisation made

Leadership

Mchanley adepts a Marast-Lemimist
analysis He arpues that thic petny
bourgeois chamacter of the ANC's
leader<hip shaped the choices it made at
different umes in the streggle. Since its
inception, the argarisation has aleernated
between actnany and dormancy. "As long
as there was some <ont of immediate cnisis
of ncw law 1o be opposed the ANC
responded wath vanying degrees of actisity
and resistance. Howeser, ence thar
responses had either been suppressed,
undermined by co-option or had faled on
their own terms, the ANC lapsed into 2
state of near paraly sis until the next round
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of favourmble circumstances was
presented.” (p 9) This “revolutionary zig-
zag" resulted from a “reluctance and/or
perceived inability” to take grassroots
orpanising seriously.

The evidence suggests that leadership
devoted a dispropartionate amount of
resources and energy to those strategies
which were within their comfort zones Of
the ‘four pillars’ of the struggle - mass
mobulization, underground work, acmed
struggle and international campaigns ~
only the last received full dedication by
the leadership, leading to what McKinley
calls the “internauonalisation of the
struggle”.

Exile had the negative effect of
distancing leadership from the masses,
witls 2l the assaciated problems of leading
from the outside, Throughout the period
of exile and after its unbanning, ANC
strategy and tactics continued to show
bias towards those activities which did not
invglve grassroots organising. These
included internatonal campaigns, the
courting of local and international
business, and the ‘fetishisation’ of
negotiations. The ANC has not been
oreanisationally strong since its
unbanmng, despite the fact that its
support base was so huge. Things have got
worse since 1994, when many leaders
moved to parliiment and the civil service,
As one ANC leader remarked, “the ANC
outside of government has become a'shell®
based at Shell House”,

How did it come to pass that a
movement which had so much potential
for attaining a mdical transformation
cnded up setiling for a truncated form of
Iiberation? McKlnley offers two
explanations which underpin the whole
book: the *dominant petit-bourgeois class
interests” of leadership swere not
conducive to a close identification with
the interests of the svorking class, and

leadership’s conscious strategy of political
accommodation “bound the interests of
the ANC much more closely to those
classes who held the reins of (or had
greater access to) political and economic
posver™.{p 9

The rest of the book is devated to
developing and illustrating these
arguments, using material gathered from a
variety of sources, including the ANC's
archives In the light of developments
since 1993 (the end of the period covered
by the book) there can be no doubt that
its significance goes beyond the period it
deals with. The framework it presents is as
useful for understanding the ANC in the
past as it is for understanding the
organisation’s present and future. Most
importantly, it challenges the false
consensus which notions of
‘reconciliation’,'unity’ and the ‘rminbow
nation' seek to entrench.

Elitism

The value of the critique notwithstanding,
the boaok contains a number of
shortcomings. The most serious of these is
the elitist approach to organjsation, which
lends to an almost exclusive focus on the
actians and decisions of national lexders.
The role of rank-and-fite members is
ignored. We are not told how leaders
persuaded members to accept their
decisions. How was dissent dealt with?
The problcm is not simply that McKinley
does not address these issues. It seems

to stem from his notion of the
distnbution and exercise of power in an
organisation.

His obsession with leadership intrigues
has blinded McKinley to the fact that
strategy and tactics do not emerge in
isolation of the actual struggles being
fought by members. How did members,
many of whom were drasvn from the
ranks of the worklng class, deal with a
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leadership committed to the polines of
accommadauon? Ihd they break avway
and form organisations led by working
class leaders” Did they support and sech
tar clect working lass candidates withun
the ANC? Iid they form alliinces and
voung Dlochs te defeat unpopular
posthons? If none of these, win not?

The author may well have found 1
Jdficult to answ et 1hese questions,
because he did not inens iew members
and local leaders to pet thoir
perspectines Thus s pot a minor quibble
It 1s a fundamental problem assecated
with most of the studies looking at the
dynanucs of organisauon and struggle
While there s nothing wrong with
McKinley expressing his own poliucal
positians, grvang the 'victims' their own
vonce would have ennctied his work and
enhanced the stamure of s clams

The utle of the book suggests a full
study of the ANC and the hberation
struggle. This shortcomng, and the fact
that the author neglects to place the ANC
in the whole spectrum of actuvities and
orpansanons in the South African
hberation strugple, ensures that the book
ts not about the ANC prer se, nor is it about
the iberztion struggle

Complexities

The relationship of the ANC with other
formauons of the hberation mosement is
far more complex than the book would
scem to sugpest. The only substantial
reference 1o the ANC's relations with
COSATU appears on page 70 and 15
premised on the simphisuc and inaccurate
notion that afier COSATU leaders travelled
to Lusaka in 1986, the new fedemtion
became incorporated’into the alliance,
{p xi)

Debates waithin COSATU up unul about
1993 tell a dofferent story The relation<hup
was, in fict, both cordial and hosule The

same could be said about the ANC's
relattonship with a whole army of other

hiberation organisations

There are cerman respects in which the
booh my stfics more than it clanfies Take
the nebulous category, leadership’, upon
which <o much of the book is pnoted
There was the leadership i eaile, thosein
jal and then there were leaders of those
intermal mass orgamsanunns, w huch to all
intents and purposes were ANC
foermations under different names
McKinlcy does not examing these
disunctions at all. Why, on the unbanming
of the ANC, did certain leaders belonpging
to internal organisations became marginal,
@ Jule some sprung into prominence and
are today in hey posiuons in the ANC?

Finally, McKinley makes a number of
broad brush statements w hich are based
on inaccurate facts or a misreading of the
facts COSATUs incorpormtion into the
zlhance 1s one example. Another is the
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Thabo Mbeki at a COSATY meeting, 23 April 1998,

reference to ‘comtsotsis’ as enforcers of
boycotts and administeators of ‘people’s
justee’, (p 74)

It is true that these actions antagonised
many township residents. But the division
wis not one berween politicised residents
and wayward ‘comtsotsis’. In fact, in most
cases ‘comtsotsis’ had nothing to do with
cnforcement, which was usually handiced
by committed youtlis (and some adults)
who often went beyond swhat was
required to gain support or deter
unacceptable behaviour.

The term 'comtsotsl’ referred to the
criminal clement made up of mainly
youths who always took advantage of
struggle actlvities to make personal gain, I
scem to remember being involved in

enforcing some boycotts, and it might
have been part of ‘'unguided missile'
politics, but that certainly Jdid not make
me a ‘comisotsi’!

Notwithstanding these polnts, McKinley
has svritten a bold and provocative book
whiich is llke a breath of fresh air in these
suffocating times It provides a framework
witlin which to understand what is going
on around us. It should not, however, be
tanken as the last word on the important
matters it addresses &
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