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Update South Africa October 2008

September 2008 will go down in history as a momentous month in the history of the country, and certainly one of the most significant since the foundation of the new state in April 1994. Although the genesis of events dates back to the ruling African National Congress conference in Polokwane in December 2007, where Thabo Mbeki suffered a humiliating defeat for president of the party to his arch rival Jacob Zuma, it was a court ruling that was the catalyst for the extraordinary turn of events. On Friday September 12th high court judge Chris Nicholson declared the charges of fraud and corruption against Jacob Zuma to be invalid. It was the judge’s reason for this judgment that caused the uproar. The judge criticized President Mbeki and the entire executive for meddling in the legal process. The National Prosecuting Authority may yet appeal this decision, which means Jacob Zuma is not off the hook yet and still may have his day in court. 

On the other hand, Thabo Mbeki is appealing the claim of ‘meddling in the legal process’ in the highest court in the land, the Constitutional Court. His appeal is largely based on three points: a) that he had no chance to give evidence on the allegations of conspiracy in the Zuma trail, b) that he was recalled by the ANC on the basis of Nicholson’s “flawed” judgment and c) that he has no standing in the high court or Supreme Court of Appeal because no judgment or order was made against him and is therefore seeking the indulgence of the Constitutional Court. Legal experts have slammed the unprecedented application and argue it is without merit. Mbeki see it as the only way of clearing his tattered and tarnished name after a remarkable life in politics. He is a deeply hurt man.

What followed Judge Nicholson’s verdict was also unprecedented. Within a week the National Executive Committee (NEC), the highest authority within the ANC, met behind closed doors for what has become known as a very heated debate. The outcome was that on Saturday September 20th President Mbeki was ‘recalled’ by the party. One must remember South Africa does not elect its president. The party with the biggest majority of the national vote in a general election nominates the president. In ‘recalling’ Mbeki the NEC were in fact sacking him as president of the country. Though Mbeki, to his credit, tried to stop others in his cabinet resigning, the Deputy President and seven cabinet ministers did resign. 

What is extraordinary about all this is that a very small unrepresented group of people, many unelected, can sack a president and almost pull down a democratically elected government. The question becomes - who rules who in South Africa? The bizarre show of force by the NEC puts in question the political structures of the country.   For those who wanted clear evidence of two seats of power in South Africa, the demise of President Mbeki at the hands of his own party is an obvious example.

If the NEC were ruthless in their dealing with Mbeki, they were equally quick in trying to repair the political fallout that was tearing the party apart. Within days Kgalema Motlanthe, party deputy president, was sworn in as South Africa’s third post apartheid president. This was seen as the most obvious and sensible solution to the ANC’s deepening crisis. The only way to prevent the implosion of the ANC is to retire the equally divisive Thabo Mbeki and Jacob Zuma. By forcing Mbeki out so vindictively, the ANC leadership may now be forced to sacrifice Zuma to prevent a backlash that could break up the party before it reaches its century in four years time. It was seen as the better option to appoint a new leader with the necessary political gravitas, who is above both the Mbeki and Zuma divisions, but who can rally significant groups in both.  Motlanthe was seen as one of the few ANC leaders able to do this.

Motlanthe comes from Soweto. Given Soweto is a melting pot of people from all ethnic backgrounds, Motlanthe is not labeled in the way Mbeki, a Xhosa, and Zuma, a Zulu, are. He spent ten years on Robben Island as a political prisoner, and made a name for himself as a tough Secretary General of the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM).  Before joining government he was the Secretary General of the ANC. He is known as a good mediator and reconciler - qualities that are very much needed in the ANC today.

Motlanthe is now in the driving seat of government and will like his predecessors have to grapple with national issues such as the marginalization of the ever-increasing poor, unacceptable levels of crime, rising unemployment and food prices, and a generalised national disillusionment with politics. And he has only a maximum of nine months to make a name for himself before the next general election in 2009.

By far the biggest fallout from the Mbeki/Zuma debacle is the very serious possibility of the emergence of a new party coming from the ranks of the ANC, positioned to the centre or right of the party. The division is such that there is a growing discontent with many within the party to the point that a new political formation is not only likely but almost inevitable. As the leadership in the NEC, aided and abetted by the ANC Youth League, continues to polarize the party; rumors abound that a new political formation is being prepared.  At the same time it is unlikely that a party in power and a party that most likely will have a majority in the next general election will allow itself to implode! At this late hour and with a person like President Motlanthe at the helm, it is possible that the need for party unity will avert the emergence of a new party. Only time will tell.
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