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ing in the American  political  system  comes  from the New York 
Times Election Day  poll. This broke  down the vote in terms 
of whether the respondent reported that his or her standard 
of  living was becoming  better or worse. The results  are aston- 
ishing in  the light of the publicity garnered after the election 
by the eight-point  spread  between  men and women in the over- 
all party vote,  as  well  as conventional views that  the Demo- 
crats mobilize  less-well-off  voters. 

In both the overall national vote and major state campaigns 
that were separately reported (including the New  York guber- 
natorial and Massachusetts  Senate  races), those whose stand- 
ard of  living  was  improving  voted  roughly 2 to 1 (66 percent 
to 34 percent in the national sample) for the Democrats. By 
contrast, those whose standard of  living  was getting worse 
went roughly 2 to 1 (63 percent to 37 percent in 4he national 
sample) for  the Republicans, while the group in the middle 
split 50-50. 

The contrast with 1992 is glaring: At that time, according 
to  the Tzmes exit poll, Clinton lost the former camp 62 per- 
cent to 24 percent  (with 14 percent  going to Perot). He split 
the group in the middle 41 percent to 41 percent  (with 18 per- 
cent voting for Perot). But he swept the group whose stand- 
ard qf  living had declined by an overwhelming 61 percent to 
14 percent (with, suggestively, 25 percent  going to Perot). 

The 1994 surveys still show a sizable pocket of people with 
low  incomes and relatively  little  schooling  who  remain  stalwart 
Democrats, when  they do vote. But these numbers show just 
how upside-down patterns of mobilization are now becom- 
ing  in  America.  Essentially, the 1994 elections  suggest that the 
party that commands by far the most money  is now succeed- 
ing by mobilizing increasing numbers of disenchanted poor 
and middle-class  voters against their traditional champions. 

This is a voting pattern more  reminiscent  of  some European 
elections in the 1930s than most American elections. It ought 
to ring  some alarm bells.  Asked  whether the  Republicans  would 
do a better job of running Congress than the Democrats did, 
61 percent of respondents in the Yankelovich  poll  declared that 
they  would either do a worse job (16 percent) or make no  dif- 
ference (45 percent).  Sixty-one  percent, in other words,  expect 
no major improvement. 

Even a quick look at Newt  Gingrich’s Contract With Amer- 
ica indicates that they are right. Nothing in it will do much 
to solve the problems of a world  economy in which  many of 
the biggest American businesses  increasingly do not need 
most  of the American  work  force or even the infrastructure- 
apart  from  the defense and foreign relations establishments. 
Nor will the suggestion by Gingrich and other Republican 
leaders after  the election that price stability should perhaps 
be legally enshrined as the sole target for Federal  Reserve 
policy. 

What will happen as the economic  crisis  deepens, and vot- 
ers  discover that their suspicions were right? Perhaps for a 
while, the merry-go-round in Washington  will spin with the- 
speed  of  light.  But in the long  run? In all probability, I suspect, 
Mount Vesuvius’s  greatest  blowouts are still to come. As in 
the thirties, those who scorn Keynes  will  be astonished at the 
outcomes for which  they  will  have to accept  responsibility. 0 
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tour group of “colored” schoolchildren,  entering 
the oak-and-velvet torpor of South Africa’s par- 
liamentary buildings in Cape Town,  rushed  up to 
a vast  life-size oil painting of the South African 

Cabinet. “Where is  he? Where is he?” they asked, scanning 
the portrait of P.W. Botha’s 1984 Cabinet, in vain, for the fa- 
miliar black face of their President. , 

“He’s not there,”  their  teacher  answered  apologetically  with 
a laugh, offering  them the consolation prize  of F.W. de Klerk 
in  the corner. That scene  says much about the intangible na- 
ture of South Africa’s revolution and  about the strangely in- 
corporeal  space  Nelson  Mandela’s  African  National  Congress 
(A.N.C.)  currently  occupies. A negotiated  settlement  has  given 
the liberation  movement  occupancy of an institution-govern- 
ment-the structure and staffing of  which it may not signif- 
icantly alter for the next  five  years. I 

The victory  of South African democracy  is not that  it has 
begun to transform lives stunted and impoverished by apart- 
heid.  For  despite a couple of  presidential proclamations (free 
lunches for schoolkids and free  medical care for all children 
under 6 and pregnant women) and  the promulgation of 
a Land Restitution Act, little  has been done, in these first 
six months of the Mandela’government, to change people’s 
lives in any  physical way. The victory  of ‘South African de- 
mocracy is rather, more simply, that it exists.  Against all odds 
and  in peace. 

Whatever the external signifiers, Mandela is there. In fact, 
his near-seamless  statesmanship  is  largely  responsible  for  what 
amounts to a transition that is  sometimes too smooth to even 
be noticed. But one place  where a major shift-in  politics, 
if not in life-is clearly  visible  is in  the houses  of Parliament 
themselves.  For  even  if their corridors remain  caked  with 
apartheid’s  effluence,  their  rooms and debating  halls  are  filled 
with  delegates  who  embody, in the way  they talk and dress and 
perceive their relationship to power, the astonishing fact that 
they  are, for the first time in the history  of  this land, valid  rep- 
resentatives  of the people, 

South Africa still  roughly  follows the Westminster  system 
of its colonial heritage: The legislature, split into upper and 
lower  houses  (called the Senate and  the Assembly),  nominates 
an executive Cabinet from among its midst. The Government 
of National Unity (G.,N.U.),  which currently functions as this 
country’s interim’ administration, under the triumvirate of 
Mandela, de Kierk and  Thabo Mbeki, is thus accountable to 
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the people of South Africa via the directly  elected  legislature. 
It took a belated  visit to South Africa’s first democratic 

Parliament to bring home to me the fact that this is at last  a 
different country  from  the  one in which I was born. Looking 
down at the 490-member House of  Assembly from  the press 
gallery as its  first session  drew to  a close, I was struck, more 
sharply  than  I have  been  since the  euphoria of April’s elec- 
tions, with the thrill of transition. To my left, in a little pocket 
of pin-striped gray, I saw the minority parties sitting, orderly 
and decorous in their pews; monotone as in the old days, de- 
spite their newfound multiracialism. 

But then, spreading all around  the rest of  the hall’s deep 
semicircle, I saw a field of unexpected color: returned exiles 
wearing leather bomber jackets over polo shirts; women 
swathed in faux-kente turbans; white  lefties in ill-fitting suits; 
kurtas, saris, dashikis, iridescent township Versace approxi- 
mations. They clucked their disdain, they ululated their ap- 
proval, peppering it with cries of “Bua!” (Say  it!) and 

Only if you too have  experienced the Calvinist claustropho- 
bia of a hall full of paternal white men wagging their fingers 
at the inexorable passage of history will  you understand how 
liberating this image is. These are real  people. You can talk 
to them. Reason  with  them. Party with them. Many are grass- 
roots activists, way out of their depth  and struggling with the 
excruciating  legalese-often in a second or third language-a 
monumental workload, the arcane passages of  power and, 
most important, the sense of isolation, of being split off from 
the people who put them there in the first place. But the mere 
fact that they have such  anxieties  begins to bridge the gap be- 
tween ruler and ruled. 

When Mam’Lydia  Kompe, a  rural women’s activist, came 
to Parliament, she kept getting lost. She was convinced it was 
“because I didn’t belong here, because I came from  the  rural 
areas. I would  feel so bad, even though it’s a common thing 
to get lost in this place.’’  Six months later, she can  find her 
way to her office. And although she has little formal  educa- 
tion and-like all parliamentarians-no researchers or sec- 
retaries to assist her, she is also beginning to find her way 

I “Amandla!”  (Power!). 

through  the reams of documentation generated by the  four 
committees she sits on. 

But she is still not sure if she belongs: “I’m  a grass-roots 
activist,.and I’m only here insofar as it helps my constituency 
of rural women. I expected that I would finally be able to 
come up with the programs that would bring change to my 
people. I had no idea I was going to spend most of  my time 
bogged down with bills that I barely understand.” 

“You have no idea how many tears have been shed in my 
office,”  says A.N.C. chief whip Arnold Stofile. “It is no ex- 
aggeration to say that people are traumatized by the  par- 
liamentary process, by the way things work here and by 
being away from home. It is immensely disorienting. Some 
of them have  been away from their families for years, and were 
just beginning to integrate. Some are struggling terribly with 
English, and  are completely lost. Many  have no education; 
many  have  never earned a wage  before.  All  are good and valu- 
able people with much to offer-but  how do we make the 
system more user-friendly, and where do we find  the  funds 
to  do so?” 

M aking  the system more user-friendly is not  just  about 
making life easier for the likes  of Mam’Lydia Kompe. 

It is part of the  broader project of opening up government 
to  the  South African people. The first democratic Parliament 
might not yet  be promulgating the transformative legislation 
that was promised in April; legislation that would facilitate 
the much-vaunted  Reconstruction and Development Program 
by integrating the absurdly fragmented civil  service,  by creat- 
ing  employment through public  works  programs, by providing 
housing, by equalizing health services and  education and by 
restructuring the economy. But it is effecting what A.N.C. sec- 
retary general Cyril Ramaphosa calls, without irony, a “revo- 
lution” in the political culture of the land: “Parliament is no 
longer that overdomineering body that rules its fiefdom in se- 
cret. We have shattered the veil of secrecy around lawmaking.” 

If there are two key words driving South Africa’s new  gov- 
erning ethos, these are “transparency” andm“consultation.” 
A.N.C. populism is sometimes  more romantic than practical, 
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but it has, at least, begun to split open the arcane and caba- 
listic workings  of authoritarianism that kept apartheid in 
place for so long. 

The consequences of this have  been  felt outside as  well  as 
inside Parliament. The Constituti0,nal Court, for example, is 
South Africa’s equivalent df the U.S. Supreme Court  and by 
far  the most powerful shaper of this new society, as it  will  be 
up  to this body to interpret the interim Constitution on matl 
ters ranging from land restitution to affirmative action  to 
abortion. Candidates for the eleven posts on the Court under- 
went public scrutiny by an appointing panel-a first in this 
country. The apaq;heid-tainted ,judiciary has always  been 
sheltered from  the light of day. And Mandela has recently ap- 
pointed a Commission of Inquiry  to investigate allegations 
of illegal arms-dealing by Armscor, the vast  state-owned mu- 
nitions manufacturer. Armscor failed to persuade the com- 
mission to hold its  hearings in camera, so South Africans are 
now treated to daily  revelations  of the continuing impropriety 
of their country’s arms trade. 

The A.NC has been so busy tram- 
forming the government  it  hasn’t 
acted on its  programs. 

Inside Parliament, all committee meetings are now, for the 
first time, open  to  the media and.to  the public: Apartheid’s 
functionaries might have their jobs protected by the interim 
Constitution,  but at least now  they can be  called to account 
publicly for their actions. 

The process  of opening up is motivated by a decision by 
the A.N.C.  parliamentary  caucus to remain independent from 
and critical toward the A.N.C.-led Government of National 
Unity. One of the new government’s first serious gaffes was 
an attempt by Defense Minister Joe Modise to gag a newspa- 
per, The Weekly Mail & Guardian, last May. Ramaphosa 
slammed Modise on behalf of the A.N.C.  (even though 
Modise was the commander in chief  of the A.N.C!s military 
wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe, and  an icon of the liberation 
struggle) and has  said that he  would not hesitate to do it again. 

Such feisty indep,endence was unheard of, on either side, 
in pre-democracy  days.  Now,  however,  Blade  Nzimande,  who 
chairs the parliamentary Standing Committee on Education, 
declares with pride that “there has not been a single  piece  of 
legislation this session that has not been  amended in commit- 
tee. Our intention is not to take over the functions of the ex- 
ecutive but rather to reclaim a role for the legislature-which 
consists of the direct representatives  of the people-that was 
completely lost during the National Party regime.” 

The A.N.C.  activists currently sitting in Parliament are well 
schooled in critical consciousness from their years of  op- 
position io the state, and make no bones about voicing their 
disapproval of executive  decisions-even  if this means pro- 
nouncing against the hallowed Mandela. 

’ Still, though A.N.C. caucus members  cover an almost im- 
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possibly broad range  of  ideologies,  they do feel an ultimate 
loyalty to their party and  the principles it represents: “The 
difference between  us and  the  National Party,”  says a back- 
bencher, “is that  the people  tell their leaders what to  do rather 
than  the other way around.” 

Such moral posturing masks a political agenda: The back- 
bencher is a member  of the strong Communist Party cau- 
cus.within the A.N.C.,  which  perceives  itself to be shut out 
from  the Cabinet by.moderate First Deputy President Thabo 
Mbeki and his cohorts. “Our leaders,” he explains, “are in 
partnership with the National Party  in  the Government of 
National Unity.  They  have to take a moderate and concilia- 
tory line. The more independence we [in the rank and file] 
claim from  the Cabinet, the  truer we can remain to  the prin- 
ciples that got us  elected in  the first place.” In the N.P. and 
Inkatha Freedom Party caucuses, too, M.P.s  have  disagreed 
with or even repudiated the positions taken by their represent- 
atives in  the G.N.U. 

This‘critical attitude  finds little favor in  the Cabinet itself: 
Mandela has already warned his caucus against “unhealthy , I 
suspicions” toward the executive; and Roelf  Meyer, the lib- 
eral N.P.  Minister  of Local Government and Constitutional , ’  
Development,  disapproves  strongly  of  what  he  sees  as the N.P. 1 

parliamentary caucus’s “simple and futile opposition poli- 
tics,  which  seems to be about point-scoring rather than na- 
tion-building. We need to look at party political allegiance 
in a totally different way.” 

I n fact, the level  of consensus in  South Africa’s first demo- 
cratic  Parliament  is, given this  country’s  history of conflict, 

remarkably high. In the first six months of legislation, only 
two  laws  were not passed unanimously. 

While this consensual lawmaking is partly due to the 
A.N.C.’s stated desire to accommodate its partners in the 
G.N.U., it is more a function of the fact that, with one notable 
exception (the Land  Restitution  Act), no significant  legislation 
revoking the apartheid system or remedying its inequities has 
yet  been  passed. The A.N.C.  has  been so busy  transforming- 
or trying to transform-ihe way government  works that it has, 
delivered  very little of the goods promised in the April elec- 
tions. If one debate has wracked the A.N.C. caucus, it is that 
of  “process” yersus  “delivery.”  A.N.C.  M.P.s are already wor- 
rying about a crisis  of expectation in next October’s critical 
local elections. 

When Mam’Lydia  Kompe attended the  annual general 
meeting of the Rural  Women’s  Movement, which she found- 
ed, she was met with a flood of dissatisfaction. “They want- 
ed to know why nothing had changed. Where was the water? 
Where were the jobs? Why was customary [traditional  Afri- 
can] law that encourages  polygamy  still in place if  women  are 
equal according to  the Constitution? I had few answers  for 
them. Is it any  wonder that M.P.s are nervous to go back to 
their constituencies?’’ 
. Kompe,  like  many  of the activists currently in Parliament, 

i s  uncomfortable with the A.N.C.  leadership’s  policy of ac- 
commodation. She believes, one of the problems is that “we 
ordinary M.P.s,  who  have our ears to  the ground, have  very 
little input. Regardless  of what anyone says, the A.N.C.  has 
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turned into a top-down organization and final say  comes from 
the Cabinet .” 

Raymond Suttner,  a  Communist  stalwart on the executive 
of the A.N.C., says much the same thing. “The best thing 
about  the  A.N.C. is that there is a closeness’  between the 
leadership and the masses. But this has been severed at this 
point  in time, and. we have to deal with that as a  matter of ur- 
gency.” 
I But a sizable proportion of the A.N.C. caucus takes exact- 
ly the opposite point of  view. Chief  whip Stofile, frustrated 
by the slowness  of lawmaking,  feels that  too much time is  now 
spent canvassing public opinion, given that parliamentarians 
are elected officials who have already been given a  mandate 
to rule. “It is driving me crazy that, in terms of the political 
transformation of the country, aImost nothing has been 
passed into law  yet,  Why  haven’t we put  thfough  the  major 
bills that will transform our society-the  laws that will inte- 
grate police services and  education,  for example, or that will 
set into place an effective social welfare  system? We came to 
power on a manifesto. And I’m  very  worried that if  we delay 
manifesto-related things-like the Reconstruction and Devel- 
opment Program-until 1998, we’ll  be in serious trouble. If 
we’re not seen implementing in the  first two  years  of govern- 
ment we’ll  never survive the criticism.” 

So where’s the bottleneck? Opposition M.P.s blame  A.N.C. 
inefficiency; A.N.C. M.P.s blame the recalcitrance of old- 
guard civil  servants.  Many in the A.N.C. caucus feel that their 
own Cabinet must shoulder some responsibility for not gen- 
erating  legislation  quickly enough. “It really  should  have  been 
up  to  Thabo Mbeki [who is in charge of managing the Cabi- 
net] to drive the process,”  says  one. “He  just hasn’t delivered 
the goods.” 

The  truth is probably a combination of all three of the 
above. Cabinet ministers have no choice but  to work at dis- 
mantling apartheid with the very  civil servants who  designed 
and operated the whole  system in the  first place.  Before they 
can even think  about  drafting legislation, they need to gain 
the loyalty  of their staff and steer a path between A.N.C. pop- 
ulism,  which  promises the earth, and pragmatism, which  wins 
support of the private  sector. Only a few have  been  successful 
at this balancing act-most notably Justice Minister Dullah 
Omar, Land Affairs Minister Derek Hanekom  and  Housing 
Minister Joe Slavo, whose immense grass-roots support has 
enabled him to sell unpopular ideas, like demanding that 
township residents stop their rent boycott.. 

Most  of the others, however, are  floundering-often  through 
no fault of their own. The A.N.C.  is  still  reeling from the real- 
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ization of  how difficult it is to unravel the complex tangle of 
apartheid, which  replicated  services to a preposterous  degree, 
given the intricate system  of racial separation  and independ- 
ent tribal states that defined the  old  South Africa. 

But A.N.C.  M.P.  Willie Hofmeyr is sanguine: “We com- 
mitted ourselves to a consultative process of lawmaking, and 
it is pointless only paying lip service to  the concepts of con- 
sultation  and transparency. What we are doing will  have per- 
’manent effect. We are changing the way society  works.  There’s 
no quick fix.” 

A nd so more and more paperwork is churned out,  the Re- 
construction  and Development Program is in  its  third 

draft  and precious little of the billions pledged has been dis- 
bursed. Meanwhile,  all are agreed that  the A.N.C. needs to 
get back in touch with its black electorate. Already, the warn- 
ing  bells  have been rung:  Last month,  the immensely popular 
and capable  premier of the Orange  Free  State, Patrick (Terror) 
Lekotha, was defeated as  A.N.C. chairman  in  that province 
because the grass-roots structures of the  party saw  him  as 
being more interested in conciliation with whites than  in the 
uplift of  blacks. 

And a leaked document, drafted by Mbeki for a December 
conference, calls on  the A.N.C: to move from the policy  of , 

reconciliation and reassurance of.whites back to  the “strug- 
gle” politics that  put  it  into power in  the first place; to recon- 
secrate  itself to “the,all-round political, economic and social 
emancipation‘and upliftment of the black majority.” 

While there is no doubt  that  this has to remain a central 
aim of the A.N.C., many on the  party’s left worry about  the 
growing “Africanist’’ tendency within the party, which is at- 
tempting to seize control by reverting to the politics of race 
rather than concentrating on  the more difficult task of  laying 
the grounds for  true economic equality. The approach, says 
one black A.N.C. parliamentarian, “is a move backward, for 
it uses all the hollow appeals of African nationalism to cover 
up for the fact that we have not yet  even begun delivering  what 
we promised.“ 

The longer it takes the A.N.C. to deliver the goods,  the  more 
support there will  be, on the ground, for precisely  such  hollow 
but compelling  appeals to race-based  allegiance.  And the slope 
from race-based allegiance to tribe-based allegiance is a slip- 
pery one indeed: This continent knows only too well  how eas- 
ily, and dangerously, ethnic allegiances can be manipulated. 

In 1999 the A.N.C. will be faced with a winner-takes-all 
election: It will no longer  be able to blame the National Party 
or recalcitrant civil servants for holding it .back. Something 
has to happen between  now and then-something that  an- 
chors the growing unity and patriotism of this land in the tan- 
gible  delivery  of reconstruction and development, of houses 
and jobs and security, of racial equality and gender equality, 
as promised by the A.N.C.’s April electoral manifesto. 

The  other option: a portrait of Mandela’s Government of 
National Unity hanging on the wall  of the  parliamentary 
building, some time in the first decade of the next century, 
as archaic and as moribund as that life-size painting of 
P.W. Botha’s 1984 Cabinet is  now. The higher you fly, the 
harder it is to stay on the right side of history. 0 




