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Half Full? • • • 
BY BILL FREUND 

Bill Freund teaches in tbe Department of Economic History 
at the University of Natal. 

The ANC Reconstruction and Development Programme 
(RDP) aspires to be the most significant statement on 
SA society since the Freedom Charter was adopted in 
1955. 

Extensively workshopped and critiqued, it bears the 
stamp of the SA Communist Party, Cosatu, Sanco and 
the NECC, as well as the ANC as contributors. This 
published version is the sixth draft and can be taken as 
the final statement of ANC policy thinking on the eve of 
the 1994 democratic general election. 

It is an extensive document and any review of this 
length must be limited to a few aspects only. My reading 
begins with two general points. 

First, I want to underline that the general public 
has been given the incorrect impression that the RDP 
centres entirely on the economy. In fact, only one of six 
chapters deals directly with the economy. Thus much of 
this review is devoted to other sections. 

Second, the quality of the document varies, with 
some parts more effective than others. I'll focus here 
on the weaker parts, rather than heap praise on the best 
aspects. 

But let me start with the latter. Most impressive is 
the introductory chapter with its powerful statement of 
general principles and its vision - economic development 
flowing from social reconstruction, tied into the ' political 
democratisation of SA. This statement "based on a few 
simple and powerful ideas" can stay an inspiring point 
of reference for a long time ahead. 

Also impressive is the key chapter on the economy 
which, I suspect, has been the section most affected 'by 
the writing of multiple drafts, some under the overly 
penetrating glare of our business sector. 

Coverage here is broad, thorough and insightful. 
Analysis flows from an integrated sense of a SA 
developmental crisis - a "growth path" that has lost way 
- and out of an awareness that a new road will depend 
on the achievement of social and economic goals. There 
is a realistic balance between private opportunity and 

state regulation as the means through which change can 
and must occur. It is in line with international trends 
and does not place unrealistic hopes on an all-benevolent 
state. Corporatism is an important element in this 
strategy; the current negotiating fora linking state, 
capital and labour are to remain key policy instruments. 

Ambitious goals 

According to the RDP, "a few percent growth rate and 
the creation of 300,000 to 500,000 non-agricultural jobs 
per annum can be achieved within . five years.') This 
ambitious goal is identified (along with many others) 
as a target if all goes well . However, policy objectives 
are suggestive, not prescriptive. The document avoids 
promises which cannot be kept and suggests (but leaves 
to the political process) the final decisions on priority. 

There are a few weak patches in this section. The 
section on the "living wage" too carefully avoids defining 
this loaded concept and leaves the reader wondering 
what is intended. Another, on tourism, suffers from a 
bout of politically correct prescription unsuited to this 
potentially important sector; perhaps it was not taken 
very seriously in the writing. But these are cavils in an 
excellent policy contribution. 

The chapter that deals with the state and 
democratisation contains two especially noteworthy 
points: the call to demilitarise SA society and the 
commitment to override customary law on fundamental 
individual rights issues. These are important 
commitments. 

A few bothersome points attract attention, as well. 
This chapter deals briefly and somewhat grudgingly 
with the new regional framework. The existence of 
nine provinces is acknowledged and the need for equity 
amongst them signalled - but that is about it. No 
interest in dynamic or distinctive regional policies is even 
hinted at. What will the ANC make of the new and 
expensive regional structures? 

And, given Sanco's role as co-author, it is surprising 
to note the absence of civics, people's courts and other 
resistance structures that became so prominent in the 
1980s - beyond a vague commitment to create an 
"enabling environment for social movements." Does this 
mean the ANC gives unequivocal pride of place to newly 

I legitimate formal governmental structures? 
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In order to achieve equity in the civil service, the RDP 
asks for "a defined quota of all new employees" based on 
race and gender. Does this mean that the "non-racist, 
non-sexist state" will continue to keep tabs on our racial 
and sexual identity and evaluate us accordingly? How 
do we harmonise affirmative action with non-racialism? 
This extremely thorny issue is never addressed. 

While the quality of these sections ranges from good 
to excellent, I have to register my disquiet with the 
chapters on "human needs" and "basic resources." It is 
not that they lack in serious consideration; they highlight 
numerous social problems and reflect consultation with 
experts to a point where much of the data is instructive 
and thought-provoking. But the solutions lack realism 
and perspective. 

Whilst no priorities are set for policy development, 
innumerable claims are put forward about what ought to 
be achieved simultaneously within a short space of time. 
Land reform is a striking example. The redistribution 
of 30% of "agricultural land" is called for but the 
mechanisms for achieving this are left in vague and 
unconvincing form. Public works are to be instituted, 
but who will qualify for these jobs and at what pay rate? 

Lack of realism 

One could query the desirability of some of the objectives 
proposed in these two chapters. But far more disturbing 
is the lack of realism about what a state can and 
should deliver - given that little if any nationalisation 
is intended to occur, not to mention the pious comments 
on "affordability" that are tossed in. 

To sit on the back of the private sector as arbiter 
and regulator of 1001 matters, as is suggested, is in fact 
far more demanding a task that nationalisation . . Those 
who lack unflinching faith in a "Mandela boom" in the 
economy are keenly aware of costs and the availability of 
human resources. Where are the armies of highly-skilled 
and devoted planners and regulators to come from? 

There is more than a grain of truth in the liberal 
stereotype of apartheid as a system of intense social 
engineering and regimentation. Will South Africans 
want or even tolerate a new set of social engineers 

(even men and women with the best intentions) to put 
all the fears into reverse? I am extremely sceptical. 
These chapters at times seem governed by a vision of 
a politically correct version of Calvin's Geneva. In 
fact, it would take the level of social discipline, of 
accord between state and citizens that we associate with 
Scandinavia or Singapore, to make such a vision come to 
life. 

On the specifics in health, energy, telecommunica
tions, culture, youth development and many other areas, 
the experts (and non-experts) must continue the debates 
about what ca.n and should be done. These debates are 
not resolved in the RDP, despite many interesting sug
gestions and worthwhile goals. 

The vague and toothless little section on higher 
education, for example, displeases me personally. It 
receives barely half the attention devoted to sport and 
recreation! In practice, universities and the tertiary 
education sector in general are vitally important in 
educating and training those who would plan and 
critique reconstruction. It is a sector that needs 
restructuring itself, moreover. How seriously do the 
authors of the RDP expect academics to take the 
programme if so little attention is devoted to this 
fundamental set of institutions? 

Finally, as an historic document, the RDP evokes a 
few analytical observations: 

• It is almost devoid of any reference to the reality of 
class in SA society; 

• It refers frequently and simplistically to "the 
community"; 

• The strong emphasis on women's rights is noteworthy, 
given the late appearance of this issue on the SA agenda, 
and marks a big shift in political discourse. 

I've emphasised problems and weaknesses in the RDP 
rather than focus on its considerable strengths. But that 
is what Nelson Mandela invites us to do in the preface. 

In fact, it is an impressive catalogue of dilemmas and 
ideas for solving them. Even where the blueprint may 
be flawed, we will continue to refer back to the RDP as 
a reference and signpost for a long time to come. 

• • • Or Half Empty? 
BY JOHN S. SAUL 

There are a Jot of good things about the RDP - its heritage 
of consultation, its intention to uplift, its vow to empower 
South Africans. If only, warns JOHNS. SAUL, the plan's 
central assumptions were a bit less rickety . . . 

John S. Saul is a member, in Toronto, of the Southern Africa 
Report editorial collective. 

It's easy to be labelled an "ultra-leftist" in South Africa 
these days. 

Increasingly, all you have to do is mention the 
"S" word - socialism - and you 're quickly laughed off 
the stage as an "unrealistic," hopelessly old-fashioned, 
dreamer. Capitalism is, quite literally, the way of the 
world and with a little finesse and good management all 
South Africans can share its fruits. 
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Increasingly, this seems to be the conventional 
wisdom. And rare indeed is the leader in "the 
new South Africa" (past statements to the contrary 
notwithstanding) who will publicly demur from that 
premise. 

Is this also the anchoring premise of the ANC's 
Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP)? 

It's certainly one very plausible reading of the 
document, especially if we take what it doesn't say as 
seriously as what it does say. For, in the end, the 
RDP's picture of the South African development effort 
is relatively contradiction-free; everyone, capitalist and 
shanty-town dweller alike, has more or less the s~me 
interests and can be served by more or less the same 
policies! 

I don't want to give the wrong impression. Up to a 
point, the RDP must be deemed a "good thing." It's 
a considerable achievement for those who nurtured it 
from its origins as an "accord" designed to safeguard 
union priorities within the ANC alliance all the way to 
its current status: as a broadly progressive programme 
defined, in so many ways, from below, yet also embraced 
forcefully by Nelson Mandela and the rest of the AN C 
leadership. 

Substantively, too, the RDP's strengths are real. Its 
dramatic first section locks into place a clear statement 
about the centrality of meeting "basic needs," a goal that 
becomes the chief performance standard against which 
the success of the new SA can be measured; and all 
sectors, including the business community, can be held 
accountable to it. 

That's a powerful platform from which to challenge 
any tendency to accept the slide into a Brazilian
style "fifty-percent solution" (or worse) as being "good 
enough" for SA. Strong, too, is the later section 
which pivots the transformation of SA on democratic 
empowerment. 

The latter emphasis also squares well with one of 
Nelson Mandela's more intriguing recent remarks, when 
he advised workers at last year's Cosatu annual congress 
to be "vigilant." "How many times," he asked, "has a 
labour movement supported a liberation movement, only 
to find itself betrayed on the day of liberation? There 
are many examples of this in Africa. If the ANC does 
not deliver the goods you must do to it what you did to 
the apartheid regime." 

Empowerment, then ... and yet the question remains: 
empowerment for what? And - dare one also ask? - over 
and against whom? 

We come, by this route, to the RDP's central 
section on the economy. Here, it's true, we find 
some formulations upon which a fairly radical approach 
to economic reconstruction might be built. "The 
fundamental principles of our economic policy are 
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democracy, participation and development," the section 
begins. 

"We are convinced" it continues, "that neither a 
commandist central planning system nor an unfettered 
free market system can provide adequate solutions 
to the problems confronting us. Reconstruction and 
development will be achieved through the leading role 
of the state, a thriving private sector, and active 
involvement by all sectors of civil society which m 
combination will lead to sustainable growth." 

Less clear, however, is how readily the authors of 
the RDP expect the production decisions of "the private 
sector" to yield a product mix that will actually service 
the basic needs of the vast mass of South Africans. 
And, if this does not happen spontaneously - if socially
defined and politically-driven demand must substitute 
in significant measure for market-driven imperatives 
in shaping SA's production structure - what kind of 
limitations may have to be imposed on the free writ 
of capital? Unfortunately, such questions are finessed, 
rather than met head-on, by the RDP. 

For the real question is: What if capitalism 
doesn't really work? I don't mean merely that it 
might not "work" in moral terms - although it is 
striking how quickly any qualms have vanished about 
centring a new SA on what we used, quaintly, to call 
"exploitation." (Leave that aside. After all, President 
Mandela has rushed to declare, in his first post-election 
interview (with the Sunday Times editor Ken Owen), 
the irr_elevance of any Marxist frame of reference: "In 
our economic policies ... there is not a single reference 
to things like nationalization, and this is not accidental. 
There is not a single slogan that will connect us with any 
Marxist ideology"!) 

What if, quite simply, acceptance of some relatively 
unalloyed capitalist option won't work even in the 
limited sense of providing sustainable solutions to SA's 
economic problems? Unfortunately, there are strong 
indications that this might well be the case. (Compare, 
for example, the difficulties elsewhere in Africa and in 
Latin America of producing either equity or growth by 
capitalist means.) Indeed, exposing the country to the 
competitive imperatives of the global market-place - as 
the IMF and the foreign investors in whom Mandela and 
others seem to put such stock might counsel - could 
prove disastrous.* 

Of course, it might be considered adequate to answer 
simply that "socialism" won't work either. There is, after 
all, the chill formulation of the Polish-American social 
theorist Adam Przeworksi regarding the alternatives that 

•see, in this regard, Manfred Bienefeld's useful essay, 
"Structural Adjustment and the Prospects for Democracy in 
Southern Africa" in David Moore and Gerald Schmitz (eds.) 
Crisis and Renewal in Development Discourse. 

july 1994 Southern Africa REPORT 



present themselves to countries like SA in today's global 
context: "Capitalism is irrational; socialism is unfeasible; 
in the real world people starve - the conclusions we have 
reached are not encouraging." 

Perhaps the more responsible ANC leaders feel that 
under such circumstances there is no alternative to 
an accommodation with capitalism. Let's just accept, 
they seem to be saying, Przeworski's premise that we're 
damned if we do and damned if we don't. And -
socialism being "unfeasible," after all - let's opt for 
trying to put a more positive, progressive, humane spin 
on capitalism in SA (however difficult this may have been 
to achieve elsewhere) . 

True, there are sceptics who argue that this kind of 
accommodation with capital has a lot to do with the 
realities of class formation in contemporary SA. What 
we're witnessing, they say, is the logical end-product 
of the "elite-pacting" model of political change which 
has formed the basis of SA's transition to democracy: 
the co-optation (the salaries, the houses, the power!) 
of a significant portion of the ANC leadership into a 
comfortably middle-class way of viewing the world ... 
"realistically." 

Assume for the moment that this view is too cynical. 
Assume that the ANC leadership's extremely pragmatic 
approach towards capital marks a carefully considered 
response to SA's vulnerable economic situation: to the 
prospect, among other things, that capital, if pushed too 
hard, will simply take flight. Yet, even then, might we 
not expect them - and the authors of the RDP itself 
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- to do more to inform their followers that capitalism 
is indeed irrational (however difficult the realization of 
"socialism" may be)? 

It's true, of course, that some sections of the popular 
movement seem more enthusiastic and/or resigned than 
others to the prospect of a capitalist route forward. 

The Cosatu-linked Industrial Strategy Project, for 
instance, seems to have made the presumed imperatives 
of "global competitiveness" and an open, export-oriented 
economy more of a guiding premise than the Macro
Economic Research Group (MERG) report. The latter 
at least harks back to the notion of "redistribution 
through growth" and provides grounds for some more 
active disciplining of capital by the state. And the RDP 
itself? The reader may feel that it reflects, first and 
foremost, a rather uneasy and unresolved blend of both 
of these two emphases. 

Not that one need advocate some kind of ultra-left 
adventurism as the necessary antidote to the vaguely 
reformist neo-liberalism that seems to tempt many 
within the ANC. Elsewhere (in my Recolonization and 
Resistance: Southern Africa in the 1990s) I've argued 
that the notion of "structural reform" - a circumspect 
but nonetheless revolutionary project of closing in on the 
prerogatives of capital and gradually shifting the b.alance 
of power over the production process towards the popular 
classes - epitomizes what some of the best South African 
progressives still believe is possible. 

Take, for instance, the recent statements by impor
tant South African socialists like Enoch Godongwana 

--,-· 
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and Fallo Jordan in a debate on "social democracy or 
democratic socialism" in the South African Labour Bul
letin (Nov-Dec, 1993) . 

Godongwana acknowledges that "if we want a 
socialist alternative in the absence of an insurrection, 
that poses a challenge for us," then goes on to suggest 
that "we argue a socialist alternative, but within the 
constraints of saying we cannot simply storm and seize 
power tomorrow." Therefore, he says, "we should be 
creative - how do we make sure that, in the process of 
struggling for socialism, we assert ourselves as a class 
with the objective of having a class rule ... We must 
begin, while we assert a leading role in various areas of 
society, to build certain alternatives within the capitalist 
framework that will tend to undermine the capitalist 
logic." ( emphasis added) 

Consider, too, Jordan's similar interest in a kind of 
strategy "which doesn't necessarily imply grabbing hold 
of the state or nationalization of the commanding heights 
of the economy, but in a sense establishing a number 
of strategic bridgeheads which enable you to empower 
the working class and the oppressed, and from these 
bridgeheads you begin then to subordinate the capitalist 
classes to the interests of society in general." t 

Of course, as it stands, · Much of this kind of 
presentation remains at the level of the metaphor. 
Spelling out what it would have to look like in practice 
requires real imagination, with respect both to the 
mechanisms of state action (the use of tariffs, taxes, 
procurement policies, and the like) and to any action that 
might spring from civil society (via collective bargaining 
structures, for example, or through the full range of 
existing socio-economic forums). 

Nonetheless, the language one uses to frame the 
challenge confronting South Africans does make a 
difference. Perhaps, up to a point, capital can 
be encouraged to service socially-defined priorities by 
invoking a sense of shared national purpose. It 
would also be unwise to refuse to use profit-defined 
"incentives," where possible, to achieve the same end. 
But the fact remains: neither of these mechanisms is 
likely to be entirely adequate as a substitute for bringing 

tNote, too, the statement (in the Financial Times, February 
15, 1994) by Mandela himself, where he says that he 
does "not believe South African businessmen could be 
trusted to develop a post-apartheid economy without state 
intervention" : "We are convinced that left to their own 
devices, the South African business community will not rise 
to the challenges facing us . . . While the democratic state 
will maintain and develop the market, we envisage occasions 
when it will be necessary for it to intervene where growth 
and development require such intervention." But this is by no 
means the invariable tenor of Mandela's comments on the role 
of the business community, foreign investors or international 
financial institutions. 

real, countervailing social power - the power of mobilized 
popular classes - to bear. 

It is true that, in this respect, the very vagueness of 
the RDP's handling of the "production question" may 
actually have its virtues. There is certainly space within 
the document for a "Left-rendering" of the project it 
begins to sketch, one that would emphasize the needs 
for "democratic pressure" to impose an "economics ·of 
basic needs" on capital. 

But this means also that the document is less 
what it is than what it might become - if and when 
the Left regroups sufficiently in SA to keep socialist 
preoccupations on the agenda. 

Of course we must avoid restricting considerations of 
policy and empowerment to questions of "production." 
And perhaps my own formulations do run the risk of 
being cast too exclusively in "leftist"/ "workerist" terms. 
Beyond the silences on how best to deal with capital, 
there's a lot in the RDP for "progressive forces" - women, 
environmentalists, land reformers, urban, education and 
health activists - to chew on as they plot empowering 
initiatives in their respective spheres. Both within and 
beyond the ANC, the rebuilding of a movement to press 
for on-going and deep-cutting transformation must occur 
across a very broad front of issues and initiatives. 

Still, I can't help thinking that the question of how 
best to deal with the "production problem" remains 
crucial to determining whether the notion of a full-blown 
and genuine transformation of the bad old SA is to 
become truly hegemonic. 

For if the AN C can't find a way to spring the economy 
forward (something that even the half-way uncritical 
acceptance of neo-liberalism and globalist economics 
simply cannot promise), advance on other fronts will 
be severely compromised. Could the outcome be an 
ANC government that is forced to use more and more 
authoritarian methods to control a populace whose quite 
legitimate expectations are not met by some variant 
of business-as-usual? In an untransformed SA, could 
the playing-down of class struggle merely mean that 
ever-rising levels of criminality and of ethnic, regional 
and racially-driven conflict become the essential stuff of 
society and politics? 

I wonder, then, whether the main problem with the 
RDP isn't the fact that it avoids clearly identifying 
class contradictions and evades even the most subdued 
evocation of the need for class struggle. 

Instead it inserts the notion of a relatively 
unproblematic national purpose as the core of the 
reconstruction and development effort . In doing so, 
the RDP - despite its undoubted strengths - may 
merely make it that much more difficult for the ANC's 
own mass constituency to develop the kind of self
consciousness necessary to ensure its full and most 
meaningful iiberation. 
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