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What lessons to be learned? 

: 

BITTER ethnic fighting in cast Africa might have been 
avoided through the establishment of a strong civil society 
guarding human rights and democratic processes. In this 

respect the Eritrean situation is of special interest to us, especially 
t the background of our constitutional debate, 

Eritrea, the northernmost province of Ethiopia, waged a 30-
r war against Ethiopia for independence- Eritrea won the war 

in 1991 and a provisional government was installed- Pending the 
outcome of a referen-
dum next April, 
Eritrea will become 
fully independent in 

993- The parallel 
etween Eritrea and 

South Africa is illus­
trated by a heap of 
ammunition cases 
under a tree just out­
side the destroyed 
city of Massawa. 
These are filled with 
the rotten corpses 
and skeletons of 

Ethiopian soldiers left there when the Ethiopian army withdrew 
from Massawa. When confronted by this macabre sight I 
couldn't help wondering how many ammunition cases could be 
filled by all the people who have died in the struggle against 
apartheid and in the current mindless violence in our country 

After so many years of ethnic privilege and domination, some 
of those protected by it will not let go easily* It would therefore 
be foolish to try to ignore the Treurnichts and Buthelezis of this 

world* The question 
is not whether they 
are right or wrong. 
Rather it is about the 
quality and nature of 
the process that 
deals with the issues 
they pose. 

In the light of the 
Eritrean experience 
it is essential that 
these issues be dealt 
with through inclu­
sive political pro­
cesses* 
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this case the process continued unabated 
without really expanding the productive 
base of the economy. In the absence of any 
meaningful opposition this situation 
remained unchallenged and stifled the 
Kenyan economy. 

In Ethiopia, the monarchy of Emperor 
Haile Selassie was overthrown in 1974 and 
eventually replaced by an extremely oppres­
sive military regime, followed by a devastat­
ing nationalisation programme and destruc­
tive ethnic wars. In both these cases 
oppression was met with violent resistance 
and eventually the overthrow of the regime. 

It seems that the armed struggle against 
oppression undermined the establishment of 
negotiations and free political competition to 
such an extent that the military element 
eventually became the dominant influence. 

This allowed them to set the agenda 
during the transition process and to 
influence the post-transition phase, 

The result was the formation of new autocra­
cies with the systematic destruction of any 
opposition. This holds a message for South 
Africa. 

Firstly, it is of utmost importance that vio­
lence and armed struggle does not become 
institutionalised and legitimised as a method 
of electing ihe new government to power or 
maintaining the existing government in 
power. In this respect it is absolutely essen­
tial that political groupings be seen to deal 
decisively with elements in their ranks who 

show a preference for the military method of 
dealing with issues related to normalisation 
and demoralisation. 

Government must accept that as a senior 
partner, its actions will influence this issue 
more decisively than any of the other par­
ties. Secondly, if military options are con­
tained then there is space for the develop­
ment of a process of peaceful opposition 
where the competition for power does not 
eventually destroy the whole society. 

This, however, does not guarantee democ­
racy and the full participation of a broad 
base of society in policy making. 

There must also be development of organ­
isations and institutions, independent from 
the political parties, to articulate and defend 
the rights of oniinary human beings. 

In both Ethiopia and Kenya the liberation 
struggle was fought on the backs of the peas­
antry. In both cases peasants became the 
main victims after independence, partly 
because they simply entrusted the new gov­
ernment to look after their interests. 

In this respect South Africans would do 
well to remember that governments are by 
their very nature and definition undemo­
cratic, and that democracy in itself does not 
constitute an ideology. Rather it is a system 
within which different ideologies and inter­
ests can compete. 

More than mulli-partyism and constitu­
tionalism is needed to maintain this system. 
In the final analysis only people, through 
their collective effort, can do so. 

The group was very conscious of the rela­
tive lack of any such civil society in Kenya 
and Ethiopia. In Kenya, the transition to 
multiparty democracy seems to be restricted 
to a parliamentary type of transition. 

Where independent civilian organisations 
do occur, they are so totally usurped by the 
party political groupings, especially the rul­
ing party, that it is difficult to imagine them 
developing any type of independent voice 
after the transition period. 

I n Ethiopia there is even less evidence of 
any meaningful civil society developing 
that can mobilise people across ethnic 

and other divides. In this ethnically diversi­
fied, predominantly peasant society, no-one 
seems to be seeking middle ground pro­
cesses. The side that is the strongest (militar­
ily speaking) simply wins the contest 

In South Africa, I believe it is of the 
utmost importance that civil society struc­
tures such as trade unions, civic associations, 
business organisations, academic institu­
tions, etc, start freeing themselves from their 
party political agendas and start constituting 
an independent voice. 

In the absence of this, our liberation might 
end up either as a circulation of elites or sim­
ply as a pacting between elites with very lit­
tle change in the lives of ordinary people. 

Henning Myburgh is Idasa's regional director 
in the Free State. 

9 


