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Polokwane and the South African President in Waiting.

Many believe that South Africa, fourteen years into the new democratic dispensation, is still in the honeymoon stage. The main argument in this regard is that while Nelson Mandela is still alive, the honeymoon will go on, as he continues to hold an extraordinary moral grip on the country.  The African National Congress (ANC) conference held in December 2007, in the northern town of Polokwane, has put an end to that legend.  ‘Polokwane’ is destined to become a ‘watershed’ in the annals of ANC history, and will come to be seen as the moment the honeymoon period came to an end. In its place ‘perestroika’ or real politics first showed its ugly face on the South African political scene.

The resounding defeat of Thabo Mbeki for the position of President of the ANC was humiliating for a man who still enjoys wide public support as President of the country.  Hardly had the delegates left Polokwane, when the much-feared two centers of power, the Government on the one hand and the newly elected National Executive of the ANC on the other hand, could be felt. Jacob Zuma, who trounced Thabo Mbeki in the election as President of the ANC, was quick to make his presence felt. Even quicker were certain cabinet ministers who openly aligned themselves for the future with Zuma, even while continuing to serve in the Mbeki cabinet. How embarrassing must it have been for President Mbeki who tried to allay public fear that the hugely respected crack anti-crime police unit, the Scorpions, was not in danger of disappearing; when within days his Minister for Safety and Security, Mr. Charles Nqakula, announced in parliament that the unit would be dissolved. The Scorpions are investigating high ranking ANC officials, including Jacob Zuma, on a range of issues, not least of which are corruption and fraud. President Mbeki choose to remain silent on this issue, sparking debate about who in fact is running South Africa during this interim period. Parliamentary elections will take place in 2009, with the majority party choosing the next President of South Africa.

There is no doubt that Jacob Zuma, is poised to succeed Thabo Mbeki as South Africa’s President next year, despite serious charges of fraud leveled against him. He will answer to these charges in court in August this year. He is a man of many faces, judging by the public’s sharply different perceptions of him. He is simultaneously seen as a dangerous radical and a conservative traditionalist. The first opinion is drawn from his past membership to the Communist Party and certain recent statements - the latter from his image as a proud Zulu who upholds traditional values. Perhaps the truth of who is Jacob Zuma is to be found between these two contrasting positions. He is close to the poor, a man of the people, at ease in townships and squatter camps - a disposition that cannot be attributed to President Mbeki. To the ‘left’ he is received as someone who would support the much talked about but illusive ‘socialist republic’. At the same time his tuition in the rough school of political maneuvering, at which he has become adept, was shown by his triumph over the sophisticated Mbeki at the ANC’s Polokwane conference.

Another vastly different perception of Zuma sees him as a man who, ideologically speaking, is much closer to Mbeki than most people realize, and who, like Mbeki, is committed to the macroeconomic policy of growth, employment and redistribution (GEAR) as modified by the ANC’s incorporation of development state theory into its ideological armoury. Zuma’s recent visit to the World Economic Summit in Davos, Switzerland, where he came ‘to listen’ seems to have wowed world economic opinion in his favour. Again the man knew how to play the audience.

In fact, it can be said Polokwane was all about personality politics within the ANC and not any major shift in policy. Jacob Zuma appealed to the rank and file ANC delegates, the majority of who had become disillusioned with the Mbeki style of leadership; which in their opinion had brought the party too far to the right and that had failed to deliver on the much promised social upliftment of the masses. The chickens had come home to roust and Mbeki’s tight control of government, where a small elite that surrounded the President largely define governance, had finally caught up with him. Lack of consultation and lack of delivery became the corner stones of his demise within the party.

But there is a worrying factor all the same when one begins to contemplate Jacob Zuma as President. The new National Executive of the ANC is interesting with the presence of large numbers of former military commanders, police officers and intelligence operatives. Zuma describes them as “securocrats”, which for observers conjures up images of the PW Botha presidency when the securocrat-dominated state Security Council rather than the Cabinet was seen as the real power. Zuma’s penchant for militarism is further evident in his hallmark rallying song “Awu Lethe Umshini Wami” (Bring me my machine gun), a song he sings on a regular bases at rallies and that his political opponents label as detrimental to the objective of national reconciliation. It would be sad if he is to become known as “the machine-gun president”!

However, there is yet another opposing side to Jacob Zuma. He is a reconciler, a peace-maker, judging by his role in helping to bring about peace in KwaZulu-Natal; the main terrain of the fratricidal war between the ANC and the Inkhata Freedom Party, (IFP) and by his later service as a mediator in Burundi’s civil war. He has received numerous awards for this work.

Further explications are that Zuma is a diverse politician who tries to select the best from an array of competing ideologies and/or that he is an expedient politician who does, or advocates, whatever is advantageous to him at a particular moment. These expositions are not necessarily exclusive. Perhaps all three are part of the exegesis of Zuma’s multifaceted persona.  

Whatever the future holds, life will not be dull on the South Africa political scene, as long as Jacob Zuma is around.
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