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Moving beyond the clichés

ON POLITIC

Is celebrating the dawn of a consensus-driven presidency premature? Thaho Rapoo
suggests that we need to look beyond the president’s personality to institutions and
circumstances that will shape him.

e imagery and the popular  might challenge his authority as  evolution of the presicency into a
I cliches of the Mbeki party leader and president of the  centralised institution.
presidency thanks tothe  country? This s clearly a partial account
media and some analysts, are of of the reaity that shaped the
imperial omnipotence, exclusion  0UT WITH DIVISIVE MBEKI Mbeki presidency American
and marginaliation of rivals, Many commentators have been  scholar RY Denenberg cautions
vindictiveness and unilateralism eager to put the Mbeki presidency that the president’s"skills,
borne of an arrogant personality  behind while rushing strengths and weaknesses, his
assured of its own righteousness.  overzealously to announce the  conception of the proper scope of
The contrast s stark when itis  dawn of a benign Zuma the office are important
Juxtaposed to another image of a  presidency.A narrative of the determinants, but the office
presidency that s in the making ~  Mbeki presidency has been responds more to the pull of
the Zuma presidency. constructed which places circumstances than to the force of
Yet this new presidency has emphasis on its divisive aloofness personality” It needs to be
already amassed its own cliches.  and insularity,and also on acknowledged therefore that while
Zuma is consensusbased, analysing his presidency purely on  Mbeki probably preferred a
consultative, inclusive, conciliatory,  the basis of his personality. is  powerful and centralised
people-oriented and so on.This is  cold intellectual aloofness, his executive, there were also political,
the popular imagery of the Zuma  Machiavellian machinations and  institutional and other factors that
presidency that is being peddied  paranoid distrust of anyone except  played an important role in this.
by some commentators and the closest of trusted alies
sections of the media Perhaps in the eagerness to CENTRALISED POWER BEFORE
If this i to be taken at face portray the Zuma presidencyas  MBEKI
value, then any debate over what  the opposite of Mbeki, the images  Firslythe presidency was already
the Zuma presidency will bring. s exclude the complexity of factors a powerful and centralised
over.But is it that simple? Could  that combined with Mbekis institution when Mbeki inerited it
the nature of the Zuma presidency  individual imperfections to from Nelson Mandela
be read in advance from the produce a powerful executive that  Secondy,the ANC is a
political strategies and tactics that  centralised power in the hands of  centralised organisation and
he adopted when he needed to  the president, Such an approach  therefore patterns of centralised
assemble a coalition of forces ignores factors beyond the control  executive authority in government
within the ANC alliance to fight his  of the individual which play an are not out of place with the
battles with the judiciary and important role in shaping the party’s political orientation. This
Mbeki? presidency. model exists in the provinces and
Has the nature of Zuma's ‘This approach also serves the  at municipal level also and has
presidency been determined by purposes of those in the party who been the case since the beginning
these prior events even though  seek to portray Mbeki as the of our system of government in
potential enemies inside the party  person solely responsible for the 1994
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talks in the early 19905, the ANC  created the prasidency of Mandela  context of his new position as the
argued convincingly against parties  and Mbeki which evolved into a  powaerful chief executive of the
such as the Nationalist Party and  centralisad and powerful country and no longer the victim
Inkatha Freadom Party that wera  institution over the past 16 years.  of state and judicial harassment?
fearful of a dominant ANC.These  The rola of the president’s As the nation's most powerful
parties wanted to limit the power parsonal character traits and politician, Zuma will have to take
of contral government by individual political disposition difficult and bold decisions and in
establishing a federal system of  aside, many of these factors that  the process make enemies as well
government that disparsas contributed to a centralised as friends, within and outside the
meaningful powers from the executive are still in place. This  ANC alliance. What will he do

central exacutive to other layers of  suggests that conditions still exist  when he perceives his authority as
government such as the provinces  where the Zuma presidency could president being undermined or

andlocal government. The ANC  turn out to be just as powerful,  challenged by powerful political
opposed this on the grounds that a  centralised and dominant rivals within the party ~ imagined
decentralised system would or real? Could he resort to
weaken the national government  QUESTIONS T0 CONSIDER marginalising and freezing out
and prevent it from addressing the  Is it a foregone conclusion Ppolitical rivals inside the party just
apartheid legacy of socio-economic  therefore that the Zuma as Mbeki did? Especially when
deprivation and political inequality. presidency will be as conciliatory,  consensus-seeking and conciliatory
I other words, the ANC consensus seeking and inclusive a5 approaches can create a sense of
preferred a strong centralised people suggest? O is this a case of  executive paralysis and indecision
executive at national level to deal  wishing for a selffulfilling Also importantly, whether Zuma
effectively with the challenges of  prophecy? sacks a second term of office in
reconstructing the country. It s more likely that just as the 2014 or not could influence his
Thirdly the organisational Moeki presidency evolved over  style of leadership, and shape the
weaknesses of the ANC on the time and only revealed its true  way he approaches his presidency.
ground during the Mandela and  nature after some years,so will the If Zuma does not want a second
Mbeki eras playe a role in the Zuma presidency have to evolve its  term, then he is likely to conduct
evolution of a powerful and own character. his presidency with more political
unchecked national executive A number of questions should be  autonomy, less beholden to the
presidency. Many local and regional  posed as we move forward. Frstly.  wishes of those that assisted him
branches of the ANC acrossthe  what impact will inheriting during his tials and tribulations
country either collapsed or were  Mbeki's centralised and powerful  On the other hand, if Zuma
nonfunctioning presidency have on the character  wants to serve two terms, this
Fourthly,the Constitution, which  of Zuma's own presidency and his  could make him more conciliatory
the ANC dominate in shaping, s leadership? and consensusseeking. He may
Britshtyle Westminster The basic institutional machinery  seck strategically to please the
pariiamentary system of of Moeki's presidency, which Zuma  coalition of forces that facilitated
government that allows the was part of, s stll in place, s rise to power in order to
execive to dominate weakand  Denenberg advises us that "the  maintain its unity for when the
Ppolitcally subordinate legisiatures.  office, and the demands put upon  time comes to seek that second
Finally,the second half of the 20th  it, make the man-* Zuma is now in  term.
century has seen a huge expansion  charge of that powerful machinery  The best counsel is to observe
of the power o the exective, and is fully aware of its potential as  over time as the Zuma presidency
particularly in developing countries. a tool for getting things done, unfolds, shaped by circumstance,
This has been in response fo the  especially when bold and decisive  reality and experience ~ some of
socio-economic, political and leadership s called for. which will be beyond his control. &1
administrative challenges of national  How will the relationship
reconstruction and development  between the ANC and itsalliance  Thabo Rapoo is executive director
which demand a strong executive partners,and Zuma's own of the Centre for Policy Studies
leadership at the centre. relationship with these (ces).




