The Natal Indaba

Is it too late to
participate?

wo contributions dealing

with the politics of partici-
pation appeared in the last
issue of WIP. One, by Guy
Berger, challenged the ‘new
realism’ of ‘writers from the
left” who have been arguing
for participation in state struc-
ture - albeit under specific
circumstances. The other, by
Daryl Glaser, used the
example of the Indaba propo-
sals 1n Natal/Kwazulu to
advise that doors be left open
to the possibility of ‘going in’
on the regional option at some
future date.

It is this seccond article with which
I take issue, both because | have
some familiarity with the terrain and
because there has been a dearth of
critical, especially organisational,
response to the questions it raiscs,

The “debate’ about participation, at
least in its public manifestation, has
been limited to a very small number
of participants. When Glaser jus-
tifics his sortic into this area he finds
rather dubious immediate antece-
dents: “some on the left' who have
‘begun to reconsider opposition o
negotiation’; the ANC ‘“tentatively
reaching out’ (Dakar); the UDF’'s
‘caumtious endorsement’ of the Na-
tional Democratic Movement and
Five Freedoms Forum; reference to
‘left intellectuals' and ‘some on the
left’; and finally the Soviet Union
which *seems eager for a political
settlement in the region’.

Part of the problem lies in the
gencralisation that Glaser uses - ‘the
left’. The issuc of participation
needs 1o be located in the specifics of
the occasion. ‘The left’ in Natal is
not the same as ‘the left" in the
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In a previous edition of
Work In Progress, Daryl
Glaser debated whether
progressive opposition
organisations should
participate in the
Kwazulu/Natal Indaba. But,
argues GERHARD MARE in
a continuation of this
debate, the Indaba has
involved a long process,
with different phases and
stages. Each moment in this
process demanded
organisational responses
based on a coherent
opposition strategy for the
Natal region.

Western Cape, for example. It has
different strengths and weaknesses,
has been shaped by different histori-
cal processes, and is up against a
particular alliance of classes, draw-
ing on specific ideological symbols.

Iagrm: with Glaser that ‘regional
autonomy’ and federal structures
are not in themselves to be rejected.
However, with the history of frag-
mentation of South Africa, with the
regional (ethnic) patronage paticrns
and political mobilisation that has
occurred under apartheid, a prior
demand is for national change and a
national identity. A national solution
might well include regional demo-
cratic structures, but this will not
involve regional decisions shaping
the national structure.

Glaser suggests that by neglecting
the Indaba option ‘political and

economic elites’ in the region might
be lost to ‘regional insurgency’. He
does not specify who these ‘clites’
arc. Is he talking about the sugar
barons, the midland farmers, Inkatha
leaders at the local and the central
level, a black petty bourgeoisie, the
tricamecralists - any, all or none of
these?

Whoever he is referring to, there
scems to be little that ‘the left’ can
offer to wean these ‘elites’ (capital-
ists large and small) away from an
Inkatha leadership option - for that is
what the Indaba is in essence. Inka-
tha has long been their chosen
partner in the reshaping of the
region, if not of South Africa.

Glaser contradicts himself when
the says that the Indaba's bill of
rights does not explicitly protect
capitalism, and then says that the
Indaba’s purpose is to “preserve the
basis of the capitalist order’. He can-
not have it both ways. There is, at
any rate, no rcal ambiguity on
capitalism within the Indaba: after a
couple of meetings the Indaba
accepted a set of principles, one of
which was that the ‘free enterprise’
system would form the basis of
necgotiations.,

Those ‘clites’ are committed to the
Indaba and to Inkatha, and not to
‘the left’: because Buthelezi's move-
ment has a track record of 13 years
in power in the region; because
apparatuscs and agents of control are
firmly ensconced in the Indaba con-
stitution {5uch as the wibal sysiem, a
house of chiefs, tribal police, a Natal
Regional Force, etc); and because it
is through the ‘moderation’ of
Buthelezi that they hope to circum-
vent sanctions and prevent or control
civil unrest. The hundreds of deaths
in and around Maritzburg dented
that hope when it became clear that
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Inkatha was as much a fuse for
violence as an agent of coatrol.

laser suggests that the ‘demo-

cratic and legitimate demands’
of the elites be separated from ‘those
of more nefarious purpose’ and ‘ac-
corded due respect’. By that 1 take it
to mean that they form part of the
platform of participation for “the
left’. But these mutually acceptable
demands cannot in themselves be a
programme, devoid of the interests
of the working class and the
demands of millions of poverty-
stricken and near-homeless people in
the region whose demands are ulti-
mately incompatible with the
‘clites’. .

Is Glaser suggesting that articulat-
ing these ‘clite’ demands along with
‘popular’ demands will provide pro-
tection during a campaign waged
openly over an extended period? Or
is he suggesting that a limited cam-
paign be waged with geperally
acceptable proposals forming the
content - a campaign acceptable to
capital and privileged whites? If the
latter is the case, it will necd 2 cam-
paign bf enormous proportions to
make the supporters of ‘the left’ un-
derstand and accept such a strategy.

I am not necessarily arguing
against participating in a campaign,
but then the campaign must be the
goal and not participation. For the
latter will not be allowed to succeed
if it truly articulates working-class
and/or popular demands: not by the
central state, which will be calling
the mne in any case during regional
initiatives, mor by the baotustan
branch of the state, in whose back-
yard the overwhelming majority of
the regional population live.

he Indaba must be seen as a
process, with the various stages
demanding different responses. Such
an approach indicates why the demo-
cratic movement needs a regional
strategy, or a strategy in the region,
before it needs a to the In-
daba proposals. Glaser is suggesting
a response to the proposals, as
though the debate around participa-
tion in the local government
elections can be separated from the
historical context of state attempits to
establish legitimate local govern-
ment.
The first stage was really the estab-
lishment of the Zulu Territorial

Authority in 1970 and Kwazulu in
1972, and the formation of Inkatha
in 19735, to ‘work within the system'
and to change it from within. Des-
pite ANC approval for this strategy
it could not find local cadres to
direct that thrust, and Inkatha be-
came firmly wedded to the person of
Buthelezi and the direction of con-
servative reform under capitalism,
Kwazulu has now existed for 18
years, during which time patterns of
politics have been established that
w¢ ignore at our peril.

But patterns of politics do not exist
in a classless vacuum called ‘the
people’. More importantly, it has
been the politics of specific class in-
terests and aspirations - the regional
African petty and proper bour-
geoisie, and national monopoly
capital as it operates in the region
(especially as sugar production).

While capital had a brief period of
concern about the bantustan's invol-
vement in Natal labour matters in the
first half of the 1970s, regional capi-
tal soon came to realise that such
links existed around the person of
Bamey Dladla, then councillor for
community affairs, rather than
through the sirong central figure of
Buthelezi.

Since 1976, with the upsurge of
‘community’ rather than factory-
based struggles, Inkatha, as regional
government, has increasingly come
into conflict with those resisting the
central state. In most ways it is part
of that state, and even when it is not
it acts like any conservative govern-
ment would. As such it is an
essential element in the social repro-
duction of capital in the region.

The second stage can be charac-
terised as ‘regional consolidation® at
the political level. It dates back to
1979-80 and Inkatha's break with
the ANC. A decision was taken at
central committee level that Inkatha
would consolidate its regional
power-base, despite the risk of los-
ing its national impetus. The results
were the Buthelezi Commission and
aggressively politicised ethnicity,
with regular appeals to the ‘Zulu
nation® as its political ituency.

The third stage of consolidated re-
gional administration, did away as
far as possible with the absurdities of
two major second-tier administrative
structures for the region - the Natal
Provincial Council and the Kwazulu
Legislative Assembly. These moves

resulted in the Joint Executive Auth-
ority, for which central state
approval was needed and received.
The JEA was formally launched by
State President Botha in the Durban
city hall.

The Indaba, the fourth stage, set
out to establish a regional legisla-
ture, with powers that would be
similar to those at present enjoyed
by the bantustans, rather than those
of the provincial councils.

he Indaba process must itself be
subdivided into five phases.

« The decision to launch the Indaba
and the sending of invitations to
participate. It was called by agents
of two structures created by the
central state, the Kwazulu Legisla-
tive Assembly and Natal Provincial
Council. Glaser agrees that this
part of the process was un-
democratic, and that the list of
invitees posed ‘serious problems of
representivity'. No option of
participation arose at this stage.

- The Indaba itself, with its closed-
door discussions, Iloaded
representation, operating under the
state of emergency, was equally un-
democratic. That it was intended to
be such was clear from prior state-
ments about the process. All left
groups, such as the ANC, PAC,
Azapo, UDF and Cosatu refused to
participate under these conditions.
The state of emergency was ex-

tended to Natal during the process

and elicited no public response, with

Indaba participants unaffected by the

restrictions,

But once these groups had rejected
the Indaba they acted in most cases
as though it then ceased to exist.
Glaser is correct, in an obvious way,
when he says that ‘it (the Indaba) is a
reality’, but this seems to have es-
caped the opposition.

« The post-Indaba publicity cam-
paign has similarly received
relatively little attention from pro-
gressive ofganisations in the region
or nationally. It is going to be diffi-
cult to make up for lost ground,
other than through a simplistic pol-
itical short-hand which equates the
Indaba with apartheid, and any-
thing that comes from it with the
state

It is understandable that under the
state of emergency, with the pro-
gressive movement split along
sensitive ‘community’ lines, and up
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against a professional, financially
well-endowed, and full-time Indaba
campaign, this should have been the
case. However, this lag in response
will have to be taken into account in
decisions about participating in any
of the future stages.

The Indaba learned its lesson well,
and shied away from too close an
identification with any one political
party soon after the constitution was
released. It has been careful to create
its own ‘apolitical’ corporate ident-
ity, away from the Progressive
Federal Party's close embrace that
turned -out to be near-fatal in its
planned negotiations with the central
state on acceptance of a version of
the constitution,

« The proposed referendum to test
the Indaba constitution against the
pular will has received very little
publicity lately. Immediately afier
the release of the proposals there
scemed to be some urgency, with
scveral newspaper editorials calling
for such a test. Since then one has
seen only that South African surro-
gate for democracy, the opinion
poll, of which therc have been sev-
eral, cach one a central element in
the Indaba publicity campaign.

The Indaba itself suggested at one
point that a poll would be desirable
as an alternative to a referendum. At
present the Indaba office has tried to
give added spice to the October elec-
tions, asking its supporters to volc
for candidates who accept the Indaba
constitution.

With the Indaba now engaged in
equally undemocratic alteration of
its initial proposals through ‘im-
plementation studies’, and engaged
in less high profile publicity than
during 1987 and lobbying of other
‘elites’ (such as capital based in the
Transvaal, the central state and
Natal scholars) the referendum
scems to have been shifted aside.
Not that it matters much, for, at
least publicly, the Indaba no longer
exists for extra-parliamentary
groups.

The question facing ‘the left’ at
this point in the process would be
two-fold - whether to vote in a ref-
erendum (if the participants’
constitutional commitment comes to
anything); and what to call for in a
campaign. The logic of a “yes' to the
first part, would scem to indicate a
‘yes’ to the second part - if the Inda-
ba will create ‘space’ then it has to

Inkatha - ongoing conflict with those resisting the central state

be supported. A ‘no’ vole in, or an

active boycott of, the referendum

would create problems of explaining
participation in the next stage, the
regional elections.

It might be possible to test the
water before the referendum by set-
ting certain minimum demands for
participation of any kind: freedom
of association; freedom of access to
and dissemination of information;
freedom of movement; freedom to
operate under the present regional
authorities; and other ‘reasonable’
expectations for free and fair politics
(as partly set out in the Indaba’s own
bill of rights). The response to such
a demand might indicate whether
there is any more ‘space’ for pro-
gressives here than in the tricameral
parliament.

« The fifth stage, depending on the
acceptance of the proposals by ‘the
people’ of the region and by the
central state, would be the elec-
tions for a regional government,
The factors that would have to be
taken into account at this stage are
impossible to list in full. Not even
the constitutional proposals are
final - with both the Indaba and the
central state possibly tinkering
with them.

Decisions at this stage would also
depend on previous decisions. And

these, or the lack of clear decisions,
may already have made worthwhile
participation impossible, even if it
was desirable or necessary.

Furthermore, to look at “argu-
ments in favour of participation
(being) strengthened if extra-
parliamentary spaces become cven
more limited' (Glaser) scems dan-
gerous. To move into an arena that
i5 50 stacked against you, filled with
ambiguities, demanding the full par-
ticipation in and understanding of
the decision by supporters, from a
position of weakness - a last alterna-
tive - involves dubious reasoning.

[s not the lesson to be lcarned that
unless there is accountability, which
depends on strong structures and
frequent contact with members,
participating leaders tend to join the
‘elites’ against which they decided
to participate - or become powerless
in processes which they cannot
change.

It is essential to examine the
strengths, rather than the weak-
nesses, of organisations called upon
to evaluate the politics of participa-
tion. Weakness might very well be
the factor that rules out effective
participation, rather than supports it.
And that is even before gains from
participating in an Indaba is
concretely discussed.
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