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C hange generates its own 

vocabulary; South Africa is 
no exception. We use differ­

ent words to express more or less 
Hie same idea and more often than 
pot the same word for different 
Jdeas. 

On the political battleground, 
pponents stake out claims and 

Ik each other pubhclv with hid-
en agendas that everybody 

ws about and disguise obvious 
eological preferences with ver-
I posturing, calculated to pro* 
ote themselves as the most 

ttractive partners in the process 
negotiated transition* 
The big point is not to appear 
orant or unconfident even if the vast 
jority of people have no idea what you 
talking about or exactly what is happen-

TRANSITION 

New-speak 
for the 1990s 
What exactly do politicians mean when they 

launch into the jargon of the transition process? 

Are they all speaking the same language? 

VAN ZYL SLABBERT offers an interpretation. 

in favour of this from left and right. There 
are fringe flanking elements who favour mil­
itancy and radicalism, but they are in the 
minority. 

It would be comforting, even nice, if for 
example, the government in power and its 
opponents to the left and right, displayed 
some humility; confessed some ignorance 
and took the country into their confidence 
about the complexity of the process of 

[change they have unleashed on us 

Instead, the PAC assures us that "the toil-
ling masses demand a constituent assembly 
jnowT; whilst the ANC daims that the same 
masses are prepared to move in stages from 
Ian "all party conference", to an 'interim 
•government" and then a constituent assem-
Briy election. 

The government says it should be blind-
singly obvious to everyone that you cannot 

have constituent assembly elections or an 
interim government before there have been a 
number of multi-party conferences, and by 
then, neither of the other two may be neces­
sary 

Right-wing organisations and parties pro­
claim that all this is a lot of cock and bull 
and that South Africa consists of a plurality 
of struggling nationalities battling for self-
determination and that partition is the only 
solution. 

Nobody seems inclined to gently pry 
n the lips of the pony and actually count 

e teeth. 

The first thing to keep in mind is thai 
obody, not even the super confident promi-
ent spokesmen, knows how the process of 

nsition is going to work out. This is an 
bvious but very important point. 
The second point lo remember is that 

espite the confusion, there is a national 
nsensus on two fundamental issues: dumi-

ation in whatever form is unacceptable, 
egotiation is the manner in which an alter­

native should be found* 
All significant parties declaa* themselves 
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ie third point is that despite this 
national consensus, there is a funda­
mental division on what to negotiate 

about. A minority of whites, who may be 
strategically located in the economy and die 
civil service, wish to negotiate a form of par­
tition. The majority, (including the majority 
of whites) wish to negotiate some form erf a 
non-racial democracy 

Within the minority who wish to negoti­
ate partition one can distinguish between 
^rtvd\ partitionists MMl nffifirid Hlttint-
i>ls 

Greedy partitionists wish to negotiate a 
substantia! piece of South Africa which they 
believe is historically theirs, e.g. the AWB 
and the Boer republics. Or they want to 
reimpose old-style Verwoerdian separate 
development, e.g. Ferdie Hartzenberg and 
his supporters in the Conservative Party 

Sacrificial partitionists wish to negotiate 
either a small part of South Africa for the 
Afrikaner, eg. Prof Carel Boshoff and the 
Oranje Werkersbond. Other*, like Koos van 
der Mervve and his supporters in the CP, 
want a variation of communal self-determi­
nation on a neighbourhood/regional basis. 

SiiTitk'nil partitionists fl||0M SB iDGPGBSIIIfi 
willingness to sit around the same table with 
those who wish to negotiate a non-racial 
democracy and put their case for sacrificial 
partition. 

Those who wish to negotiate a non-racial 
democracy agree on at least three fundamen­
tal problems lhat have to be addressed in the 
process of transition, but there is no general 
consensus on the mechanisms in terms of 
which to do so. These problems are: 

• Transitional legitimacy: (how can we 
he sure Hi.it we understand eat h Other in the 
process of negotiation and be reasonably 

Q 

confident our constituencies will 
follow us?) The mechanisms that 
the government in power and the 
ANC, DP Inkatha and trade unions 
favour is an all- or multi-party con­
ference. 

• Responsibility for managing 
the transition: (how do the regime 
and its negotiating partners share 
responsibility for administration 
and government whilst negotiating 
a final outcome?) This is where the 
concept of an interim government 
figures strongly and is generally 
supported by the government, the 
ANC, DP, Inkatha and the unions. 

• Popular legitimacy for the 
final outcome: (how do we find out 

what popular backing there is for what has 
been negotiated?) This is where the idea of a 
constituent assembly or a national referen­
dum figures. The ANC, PAC and unions 
strongly favour this, whereas the 
government and Inkatha tend lo favour a 
referendum In fact, once the process has 
unfolded thb far, either one will serve the 
purpose. 

uite probably what one will we hap­
pening is a number of multi-party 
conferences leading to multi-party 

commissions of inquiry into various govern­
ment functions, e.g. health, housing, secu­
rity, education etc. From these will emerge 
policy recommendations and personalities 
that will form the infra-structure of an 
intenm-tvpe government. 

The tricameral parliament with its execu­
tive president will increasingly defer deci­
sions until it receives recommendations from 
the interim government 

There may even be an interim referendum 
to mandate an interim government lo con­
tinue with its work until it has successfully 
negotiated a final outcome which hopefully 
will be a non-racial democracy These final 
proposals can then be put to a final popular 
test. 

The fifth and final point to remember is 
that given our history, ideological differ­
ences, racial/cultural/ethnic diversity, as 
well as our declining/stagnant socio-eco­
nomic situation, we have a high propensity 
for transitional violence which will pose 
severe challenges to stability and the negoti* 
ated transition. 

In short, South Africa's quest for democ­
racy is not as easy as some pretend, nor as 
futile as others predict. We have the poten­
tial for it, but certainly also a demonstrable 
capacity to squander it* Let us entourage 
those who have the ability to prevent this 
not to sit on their hands. 

Dr Van Zyl Slabbed i* ldaM's director of 
policy and planning. 
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