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An historic day in 
South Africa’s history 

  

  

  

" ON Wednesday, the countdown begins to 
‘a different political temorrow in South 

- Africa. 
It will mark the beginning of a time of intense 

danger for the country’s politicians: keeping pace 
with the countdown will be the ticking of a verita- 
ble timebomb for them all. 

On Wednesday, the long-awaited constitutional pro- 
| posals of the President’s Council will be revealed and 
South Africa will be plunged into a period of political 

| upheaval. _ 
Depending on how the politicians respond to the new 

dangers and challenges — and, of course, on how well 
the President’s Council members have done their work 
— the upheaval may generate not only a different, buta 
better, tomorrow. 

As the Government makes its first effort at an 
inclusive, rather than exclusive, form of government 
for whites, coloureds and Asiauns, dilemamas and uncer- 
tainties abound for the country’s politicians. 

The period will demand from them creative and 
courageous statecraft. 

There are certain inevitabilities. 
It will be a messy, imperfect business; the options' 

will be laden with unpalatable conditions; compro:aise 
wiil hang heavy in the air. 

Thomas Packenham, the celebrated author of “The 
Boer War”, describes war 
as “a contest in blunders”. 
Similarly, Napoleon de- 
clared that victory goes to 
the general that makes 
the fewest mistakes. 

Plummeted 
  

He has staked his future 
on a better dispfnsatcilon 

‘ . for coloured pecpie and is 
_ That is probabdly how it jpartricably pfied to the 
is going 10 oe. ... | President’s Council as the 

The skill of the politi-| heans to find it. 
cians invelved is going t0! 115 task in the next few 
tie not so much in pristine  months is to persuade 
and glorious ideological | writes, coloureds aud 

paths, but in how to mini- | Aqians to accept his politi- 
mise the blunders and . formula. 
m}sta}:cs that inevitably That will require monu- 
mllcéascéccmi‘any the new pental salesmanship. : 
process. " Suspicion, far more 

Politics in South Africa thjg;géfnl‘g is common to 
is about to undergo a test (ne three groups at 
of its familiar definition presen, 
as the art of the possible, Tven among whites, his 
or the “next best”. * powers of persuasion will 

‘Prices have already i, severely taxed. 
been extracted. More are  pacent polls show that! 
io come. Bif e b " the Prime Minister can no' 

The Prime Minister, Mr | 1gpoer rely on the mo- 
P W Botha, made a size- | p,oituym of simple num- 
able downpayment thiS  persto carry him through 
vear when he embraced 
the concept of power 
sharing and suffered the 
traumntic split in the | 
National Party that! 
followed. 

  

¢ the white political arena. 
i Mational Party support 
| has plummeted from 83 

percent in 1977 to 43 per- : 
cent in 1982, 

Dr Andries Trour- 
nickt’s fledgling Conser- 
vative Party commands & 
tidy 18 percent and Dr I 
Van Zyl Slabbert’s Pro- 
gressive Federal Party 22 
percent. . 

Dr Treurnicht’s party, 
and the Herstigte Nasion- 
ale Party (three percent), 
will vigorously cppose the 
new dispensation; the 
PFP suddenly assumes g 
pivotal role in the schems 
of things. 

But the PFP has re 

~"In the nature of 
— give away as little as 
possible for the maxirnum 
possible gain -~ the pro- 
posals might well be 
vague, in which case Mr 
Bot}xa will ask the country 
1{0 trust me”, an appeal 
he l_zas already made at 
(l?sational Party congres- 

One PFP dilemma is 
that most whites will be 
only too keen to be 
seduced. 

If, in the PFP’s view 
the new dispensation does not point to a better to- 

fused to countenance the - 
President’s Council route 
because it believes t! 
instead of reducing ra 
polarisation, the institu 
tion heightens it by ex- 
cluding Africans, wha 
make up more than 70 
percent of the population. 

Mr Botha’s dilemma (in 
the white arena) is how to 
bring the bulk of PFP sup- 
port on board. 

If he meets their de- 
mand and includes Afri- 
cans at this stage, he will 
suffer further disastrous 
losses from his own party. 

But there might be an- 
other way. 

The PFP, at the mo- 
ment, operates in a dis- 
tinctly imperfect world. 

As a party committed 

   
   

‘to non-racialism, it makes 
its stand in a racial insti- 
tution: a whites-only 
Parliament. 

That paradox provides 
the clue. rea 

If Mr Botha’s new dis- 

noncation for coloureds 
and "Asians offers them . 
exacily the same political 
rights as whites, 1t would 
be extremely difficult for 
the PFP to argue against 
it. 

So Dr Slabbert’s party 
does not escape its share 

- of dilernmas in the count- 
down that starts on 
Wednesday. 

There are more. 
The Prime Minister’s 

appeal to the white popu- 
lation to accept the new 
dispensation will he 
seductiive. 

  

Signals - 
  

1t will promise reform, 

a reduction of conflict and ! 

will assuage & measure of 

white guiit qver the treat- 

ment ‘of coloured pecple, 
fondly held by many to be 
“ons mense’’ 
people”. e 

or ‘‘our 

morrow, it will be bound 
to say so and discourage 
its followers from sup- 
porting it — reaping the 
unpopularity of a teeto- 
taller at a booze-up. 

That could cost them 
dearly in white electoral 
support, but Dr Slabbert 
remains adamant: “We 
have no intention of rush- 
ing headlong into an arti- 
ficial white solidarity be- 
cause of a rightwing 
threat to the government, 
or of bargaining away our 
support without clear and 
tangible signs of reform.” 

But Wednesday’s di- 
lemmas, unlike some 
park benches, are not re- 
served for whites. , 

For the coloured and 
Asian people, who are go- 
ing to be invited to join 
with whites in what Mr 
Botha desecribes as a 
“form of healthy power 
sharing”, tough decisions 
also leom. 

The major political 
party in the coloured 
cominunivy is the Labour 
Party, which boycotted 
the President’s Council — 
and sufiered relegation t¢ 
the political wildernes: 
and important defections 
from its ranks as a result 

Like the PFP, it is com 
mitted to 2 nonracial soci: 
ety, but signals from the 
Labeur Party camp re 
cently have indicated a 
readiness to negotiate 
with the Government on a; 
new dispeusation. 

Its national chairman, 
Mr David Curry, wrote 

recently that the party 
was not prepared ‘“to 
transform the tactic of 
boycott into an iron prin- 

. ciple that makes it impos- 
sible to act politically”. 

But, he added, the party 
needed to be convinced 
that the envisaged reform 
was real and not sham. | 

Getting in on the Presi- 
" dent’s Council act will not 

come cheaply for the La- 
bour Party. 

1 

litics 
  

Nerve 
  

It might jeopardise its 
links with Chief Gatsha 
Buthelezi’s Inkatha move- 
ment in the South African 
Black Alliance. 

And it would probably 
cost rauch of what re- 
mains of its urban 
support. 

Political observers: 
note that, in the wurban 
areas, it is more the trade 
unions and ratepayers’ as- 
sociations that hold sway 
among the coloured com- 
munities than party 
politicians. : 

And then there are the 
students, of course, most 
of whom would be expect- 
ed to reject any deal with 
the Nationalist gov- 
ernment, 

If the Labour Party re- 
iuses to deal, there are 
other, albeit even less re- 
presentative, political 
formations in the commu- 
nity that would: the Free- 
dom Party of Mr Charles 
Julies and Mr Lofty 

Adams’s Congress of the : 
People. 

The Indian community * 
faces similar problems. = . 

Most, if not all, of the: 
members of the South Af- 
rican Indian Council, no- 
tably Mr A Rajbansi’s rul- 
ing Federal People’s Par- 
ty, are likely to deal, ac- 
cording to observers. 

But their claim to re- 
present any constituency 
IS tenuous: in the last 
shambolic SAIC elections, 
only six percent of the In- - 
dian . electorate 
participated. : 

Mr Yellan Chinsamy’s 
Reform Party, which as- 
sociated itself with the 
anti-SAIC lehby that was 
resoundingly suecessful in 
boyeotting” the couneil - 
election, is less likely to.. 
deal. ¥ 

Also a member of the : 
Black Alliance, he has al- 
ready said that anyone? 
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" South Africa’s altered to- be his only reai option. 14 

3 morrow, an enosrinous Should his first step 3 

é amount rides on the per- prove too tentative, he 

sonal leadership and deci- faces the prospect of 

5 sion-ruaking of the Prime menumental rejection by 
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who makes constitutional 

deals to the exclusion of 

blacks must face the 

consequences. 
The question that re- 

mains untested is what 
the majorities in both 
these communities would 
do, given the opportunity 
to share power in the 
terms — yet undefined — 

that Mr Botha has in 

mind. . 

Legislation éurrently 

before Parliament will 

‘enable that question to be 

answered by way of refer- 

endums at the appropri- 

ate time. 
The results of that test 

will be important to the 

Government, which has 

publicly declared that 

general acceptance of any 

constitutional dispensa- 
tion is vital. 

They will also be im- 
portant tests of the influ- 
ence of the current peliti- 
cal leaders in the various 
cemmunities. 

In the countdown to 

. wh 

Minister. 
Committed to the con- 

cept of constitutional re- 
., the question is 

ether or not his nerve 
will fail him in the transi- 
tion from concept to 
reality. 

    

  

Danger 
  

His political actions 

Jeading to Wednesday's 

seminal event have al- 

ready taken him beyond 

the point of no return. 
Even if he wanted to 

retreat into apartheid 

orthodoxy, it is an 2lready - 

crowded market in which 

he would be trampled un- 
der foot. 

To go forward seems to 

        

the majority of coloureds 
and Indians; and a deeply, 
and possibly almost 
equally. divided white 

community. 
To the prohibitive po- 

litical cost of such a fal- 
tering step must be added 

the alienation of South Af- 
rica’s African population 

that is assured, in any 

event, by its exclusion 

from the Government’s 

white, coloured and Indi- 
an formula. 

Danger abounds for all 

the politicians drawn info 

the events that will shape 

South Africa’s tomorrew, 

but, for the Prime Minis- 

ter in particular, the dan- 

ger of excessive caution 

appears to cverride all 
others. 
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