THE PAST

RATTLE dem BONES!

The call to forget the past and bury the skeletons of apartheid lingers on. WILMOT
JAMES argues that this approach will be fatal for genuine democracy, and suggests
a course of action for dealing with apartheid grievances.

admitted to the failure of apartheid

as a political system, but they have
yet to acknowledge its cost, let alone spec-
ify mechanisms that will address the con-
sequences of its regrettable successes in
some key social and personal arenas of
South African life.

Folitical actors currently involved in the
affairs of Codesa and the wider con-
stituencies they represent have been urged
to forget the past and to “wipe” the “slate”
clean in a spirit of “toenadering” and rec-
onciliation. When speaking to various
(white) constituencies during the run up
to the March 1992 referendum, De Klerk
received loud acclamation when he
appealed to the public to leave the skele-
tons of apartheid in the cupboard where
they (presumably) belonged.

The “clean slate” phenomenon is
worrying in a number of respects. It frees the
present government and their supporters
from a moral and financial responsibility for
actions which they and their predecessors
are accountable. Refusing to face up to the
consequences of apartheid, the National
Party avoids the financial commitments
which a mechanism of redress for past injus-
tice might oblige them to meet. In line with
its current constitutional proposals which
seek to link the allocation of resources for
majorities to the veto of minorities, a “clean
slate” frees whites from having to pay for
such disadvantages as their past privileges
have in part generated. Therefore, if we start
afresh, from a symmetrical moral bottom-
line, blacks would have to fund their libera-
tion from the proceeds of growth and not
from redistributing state revenues based as
they largely are on the wealth of whites,

It appears short-sighted to try and build a
nation on constituencies that harbour unre-
dressed grievances against a party and a
leadership they believe have done them
great harm in the past. It is likely that this
will produce a political order with an unre-
solved, fragile and weak moral centre, and
constituencies that are polarised along tradi-
tional racial lines. Observers of democratic
societies have emphasised the importance of
establishing personal and professional ties

FW de Klerk and his supporters have
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Failure to address grievances will cﬂnﬁ' rm the idea
that whites do not care for the welfare of blacks.

that cut across traditional divisions and loy-
alties. Policies that are blind to historical
grievances will reproduce - not erode - the
polarisation between oppressor and
oppressed, perpetrator and victim, them and
us, whites supporting traditional white par-
ties and blacks traditionally black ones. A
future democratic society demands that we
break from such divisions, so that people do
not at every opportunity divide along (the
same) racial fault-lines when confronting the
crucial questions of the day.

‘It appears short-sighted to try
and build a nation on constit-
uencies that harbour
unredressed grievances’

Keeping the “skeletons in the cupboard”
also fires the already wild imagination of
those Africanists who hold whites collec-
tively responsible for a history of colonial-
ism, segregation and apartheid. The NI"'s
failure to admit let alone address the peo-
ple’s grievances will appear to confirm the
notion that whites have no concern for the
welfare of blacks, a disposition rooted, it is
argued, in their status as settlers. The
Africanist characterisation of nationality
does not assist a democratic project either,

for it freezes the population into two
irreconcilable racial groups, locked in an
ongoing struggle over resources and
political power. Cross-cutting solidari-
ties are not only given short-shrift, they
are ruled out altogether.

What, then, is the character of the
grievances, and in which social pro-
cesses are they rooted? This society must
live with and confront the shame of
racial classification, of tearing families
asunder, and of criminalisng “inter-
racial” sex and “mixed” marriages. We
are now feeling the consequences of
decades of influx control, pass laws,
forced removals and group areas in
efforts to create a single-revenue base
and service-delivery infrastructure for
integrated cities.

he business community faces a
Tskewed and uneven skill profile
which a history of job reservation,
employment discrimination and inferior
education had bequeathed. At Codesa, the
political problems of homelands loom large.
The question of land ownership, distribution
and use could become one of the most
intractable problems of a post-apartheid
South Africa. It bears mentioning, too, that
the widespread and vicious repression and
political manipulation of the 1970s and 1980s
feeds into the unrelenting and tragic vio-
lence of the townships today. This list, by no
means complete, is a daunting one.

A distinction can be drawn between
grievances based on apartheid practices that
diminished the spirit and humanity of its
victims, and those that also had material and
resource consequences. This is not always an
easy distinction to uphold, as the dehumani-
sation of victim populations often had
resource implications too. On this admit-
tedly unsatisfactory basis, we can neverthe-
less appeal to the world of politics to encour-
age three sorts of practices: firstly, to openly
and honestly begin to acknowledge the
human consequences of apartheid by pro-
moting the diffusion of information about
our past, however ugly it might be. Lest we
trip over our own ignorance, and think we
can start anew without properly knowing
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the old, an informed
and enlightened popu-
Jation can begin the dif-
ficult but badly needed
process of spiritual reck-
oning. Funding should
be allocated so that his-
torians and other inter-
ested individuals can
take the skeletons out of
the cupboards and dis-
sect their meaning and
significance.

Secondly, means of
psychological, social
and resource support
for ex-political prisoners
and returning exiles can
be provided, in order to
facilitate their integra-
tion into society. The Human Sciences
Research Council and other bodies ought to
fund ongoing research into the problems ex-
political prisoners and returning exiles face
when looking for jobs, a place to stay, open-
ing a bank account and other taken-for-
granted needs of modern life.

Thirdly, provision can be made for non-
partisan and wide-ranging corrective mecha-
nisms for those individuals who were
demonstrably disadvantaged in resource
terms by apartheid measures, for example
land appropriation, forced removals and
group areas. De Klerk's appointment during
1991 of a commission to investigate land
claims was certainly a step in the right

Cause of grievance: “open air” schooling in Soshanguve.

‘It might just be possible to
turn this remarkably destruc-
tive society into one of
positive energy, growth

and democracy’

direction, but other arenas such as group
areas require an investigative commission’s
attention too. In these terms, the opportunity
to lodge a grievance and claim redress in
resource terms would be of the greatest sym-
bolic importance.l would suggest that these
measures are essential and not incidental to
the building of a democratic society, for they
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celebrate a new honesty in our political lives
and draw a grievance-heavy population,
who also happen to be the majority, around a
common moral hearth. Many people too eas-
ily scoff at the old-fashioned sociological
notion that a stable democratic society
requires a common value system where peo-
ple, at best, agree that politics and society are
good and, at worst, that it is not bad. By con-
verting grievance into praise, it might just be
possible to turn this remarkably destructive
society into one of positive energy, growth
and democracy.

Wilmot James is associate professor and head
of the department of sociology at the
University of Cape Town.

DEMOCRACY IN ACTION

This journal will in future accept
display advertisements for publication.
Rates are reasonable and available on

request.

The deadline for the next issue is

May 25.

Contact Ronel Scheffer at 021-473127 if you're interested
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NEW RESOURCES
FROM IDASA

SA Media Directory

A useful and up to date contact list of
newspapers, magazines, news agen-
cies, television and radio stations
operating in South Africa. A 36-page
resource providing journalist contacts,
telephone and fax numbers

and addresses.

Occasional Papers:

m No 42: The Myths of

Majoritarianism by Robert Mattes

m No 43: New Routes for Radio by

Akwe Amosu
R3,50 each

Order from Media Department, Idasa, 1
Penzance Rd, Mowbray 7700
(Tel 021-473127)

I
I
I
b
|
!
I
i
1
|
I
1
R10,00 |
|
1
|
|
1
[
[
|
|
1
I

r
|
|
|
|
I
I
I
I
|
|
|
|
|
|
L




