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One point on which all relevant political elements in South Africa agree is that 
whatever government emerges from the tortuous transition now under way 
will need for its survival a loyal and competent military. Toward this end, 
President F.W. de Klerk has set in motion some reforms of the ideology, 
structure, and personnel of the South African Defense Force. 

For the SADF to become the reconciling force envisaged by de Klerk, it 
must assuage black fears and suspicions, while at the same time calming 
white fears about the transition to a postapartheid government. A crucial test 
of this homogenizing a:bility will come as it joins-either as the result of the 
creation of a new military or through an integration of existing forces-with 
the African National Congress military wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe ("Spear of 
the Nation"). 

The Botha Legacy 
Based on its historical record, the SADF was not viewed at the turn of the 
decade as a likely agent of racial conciliation. Throughout the 1980s, it 
played a key administrative and decision-making role. in P.W. Botha's "total 
strategy," which marshaled all the nation's political, economic, and coercive 
tools to combat what the government's leadership perceived as a Soviet
orchestrated "total onslaught." The "total strategy" involved a multifaceted 
campaign to destabilize neighboring countries believed to be supporting the 
ANC or Namibia's SWAPO. In addition, the SADF aided the police in 
quashing township unrest during the mid-1980s and may have engaged in 
domestic spying operations. 

By 1990, the ANC's elderly senior leadership was uncomfortably aware 
that SADF and police repression of blacks had generated opposition among 
many younger ANC members to formal contacts with the government, let 
alone a full-fledged negotiation process. Moreover, there was the risk that 
elements of the security establishment could undermine talks or negotiations 
by isolated local actions. Prior to his release from prison in February 1990, 
Nelson Mandela may have discussed these concerns with de Klerk; he may 
even have conditioned acceptance of his own release and of subsequent 
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government-ANC talks on a de Klerk commitment to 
security reform. 

De Klerk faced relatively little opposition from the 
country's whites on making at least some cuts in the 
SADF's strength. The decay of communism in Eastern 
Europe and even the Soviet Union, along with the 
withdrawal of Cuban troops from Angola under the terms 
of the December 1988 Namibia accords, virtually 
eliminated any credibility of the "total onslaught" notion. 
And South Africa's military campaigns in Namibia and 
Angola were never popular among whites, who had 
accepted the costly war only as a necessary defensive 
action. The two-year conscription, with few loopholes, was 
inducing increasing numbers of well-educated whites to 
leave South Africa. 

Therefore, a pragmatic de Klerk had a strong incentive 
(persuading Mandela to accept release and then to work 
for negotiations) and no real disincentives for his military 
cutbacks. 

De Klerk's Changes 
Ideology. A contemporary South African anecdote tells 

of a teacher at the Police Training College returning a 
stack of ungraded examination books on February 3, 
1990. Referring to a question regarding South Africa's 
enemies, the instructor intoned: "Gentlemen, everyone 
must rewrite the question. Yesterday, your answers [about 
the ANC] were correct. Today, they're mightily wrong. " 

De Klerk's unbanning of.the ANC and other groups on 
February 2, 1990, his subsequent release of Mandela, and 
his granting of indemnity to exiles signaled that he did not 
necessarily view the ANC as an enemy. Indeed, there has 
been ANC-government coordination in the security area 
since that time. Pursuant to the Pretoria Minute signed by 
the ANC and the government in August 1990, Umkhonto 
and the South African Police (SAP) , once archenemies, 
now openly cooperate on a limited range of matters. 

Among other developments, the security establishment 
has distanced itself from the rigidly anti-ANC "total 
strategy." Late in 1989, Minister of Defense Magnus Malan 
stated publicly that South Africa would no longer engage 
in cross-border operations. Although a cynic could be 
excused for questioning General Malan's sincerity, South 
Africa has not renewed its military involvement in Angola 
or Namibia, and apparently has ceased any significant 
assistance to Mozambique's Renamo. According to some 
security analysts, the SADF has shifted emphasis from its 
ccunterinsurgency capabilities (which were to a 
considerable extent aimed at the ANC) to its conventional 
and border defense systems. (See "The South African 
Military Reassesses Its Priorities" by Robert S. Jaster, CSIS 
Africa Notes no. 102, September 1989.) 

De Klerk has singled out as South Africa's primary 
"enemy" the apartheid-created socioeconomic morass 

entrapping the country's blacks. The 1990 budget reflected 
the shift from military to economic priorities. Defense 
spending declined in real terms by about 15 percent, 
whereas spending to meet the needs of blacks rose , albeit 
modestly. 

The changes in military policy were due in part to the 
previously noted reduction in the perceived external 
threat, the country's financial plight, and de Klerk's desire 
to encourage the ANC to enter into negotiations. An 
additional factor is that de Klerk has never been close to 
the security establishment. Unlike P.W. Botha, who had 
served as minister of defense for more than a decade 
before becoming prime minister, de Klerk comes from a 
civilian background (his last post was minister of national 
education) and faced informal opposition from the military 
as a choice for state president. 

Structure. During the 1980s, P.W. Botha and his 
fellow "total strategy" adherents effectively placed South 
Africa under quasi-military, or "securocrat," rule . (For a 
detailed description, see "The Process of Decision-Making 
in Contemporary South Africa" by Robert I. Rotberg, 
CSIS Africa Notes no. 22, December 1983.) The military
dominated State Security Council (SSC) became the 
center of all national decision making and official power. 
By the mid-1980s, the National Security Management 
System (NSMS) and its 500 local Joint Management 
Centers (JMCs}-accountable to no elected body-had 
deepened the security establishment's rule of South Africa 
to the point where the cabinet usually rubber-stamped 
their decisions. 

In his first cabinet shuffle, only two months after 
assuming office, de Klerk shifted the NSMS director, 
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Deputy Minister Leon Wessels, from the Ministry of Law 
and Order over to Foreign Affairs and replaced the NSMS 
with a National Coordinating Mechanism (NCM), which is 
said to emphasize welfare over security. The NCM is under 
the control of the state president's office; it is staffed by 
civilian officials rather than military officers. Annette 
Seegers, a respected South African expert on security 
affairs, wrote in mid-1990 that "50 percent of the NSMS 
posts have been frozen and are to be phased out by the 
end of 1990." 

De Klerk downgraded the State Security Council, 
reducing its bureaucratic resources and relegating it to its 
original status as one of four standing cabinet committees. 
The cabinet, reasserting its role as the highest decision
making body, now has veto power over sse decisions. All 
sse members must be elected officials. 

De Klerk further limited military influence by pointedly 
excluding all SADF and Ministry of Defense personnel 
from the government team at the key Groote Schuur and 
Pretoria meetings with the ANC. He has also imposed 
strict controls on the military's domestic covert activities, 
which had particularly outraged the ANC. And in August 
1990 de Klerk announced the abolition of the 
controversial SADF-created Civil Cooperation Bureau 
(CCB), whose hit squads are rumored to have killed such 
resistance leaders as Griffiths Mxenge, David Webster, 
Dulcie September, and Anton Lubowski. 

Some critics believe that these changes amount to mere 
tactical reshuffling and note, for example, that Special 
Forces personnel from the CCB remain within the army, 
that the NCM has acquired some functions of the NSMS, 
and that General Malan may have disregarded de Klerk's 
decision to terminate the CCB. In fact, however, de Klerk's 
structural reforms, though incomplete, are significant. 

Personnel. On December 7, 1989, de Klerk 
announced that the period of initial service for South 
Africa's conscripts would be reduced from two years to 
one. This has resulted in a reduction in the size of the 
active military from some 75,000 to about 55,000. 
Some analysts suggest that Pretoria could now put into 
action on short notice no more than one to two full
strength combat brigades (of 5,000 troops each). 
Moreover, the new policy has lowered the SADF's cost
benefit ratio per draftee. Individuals conscripted for 
"national service" still undergo 10 months of training, but 
perform only 2 rather than the former 14 months of 
subsequent operational service. Another significant (albeit 
intangible) effect of the draft liberalization is a reduction of 
the siege mentality that worsened race relations and 
nurtured the "total strategy." 

De Klerk has made several other changes involving 
manpower, some of them symbolic. In mid-1990, the 
State President Guard Unit was disbanded. In at least five 
conservative rural areas, there has been limited disarming 
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of "commando" (local defense) units, presumably to 
reduce potential support for white vigilantism. Black 
recruitment and promotions have increased, but probably 
not much more rapidly than before. Nonwhites, who are 
not subject to conscription, comprise about 12 percent of 
the SADF's manpower. 

Restraints on Reform 
The changes in ideology, structure, and personnel that 
have taken place thus far indicate that de Klerk's limited 
demilitarization effort is sincere but is still more a set of 
intentions than an accomplished fact. Even the envisaged 
cutbacks have their limits. The government has held firm 
on certain permanent defense needs, in part because of 
concern that an overly hasty reduction in defense 
capabilities would provide political ammunition to the 
country's right wing. Observers predict, therefore, that the 
standing force will not drop much below the present 
55,000 troops. 

De Klerk and his defense planners believe that it is 
possible to meet core security needs without endangering 
future negotiations. The ANC, which has an increasingly 
vested interest in stability, agrees on many of these needs. 
The essentials include border defense and patrolling as 
well as maintaining enough capability to deal with 
domestic contingencies. 

De Klerk's desire to maintain order while implementing 
reforms helps explain why he has not replaced all of 
Botha's securocrats with negotiation-minded technocrats. 
Still present are such holdovers as Minister of Defense 
Malan and Minister of Law and Order Adriaan Vlok. In 
mid-1990 de Klerk appointed General "Kat" Liebenberg, 
an acknowledged hawk and an architect of regional 
destabilization, as head of the SADF. The continuing 
violence in Natal and in Johannesburg-Pretoria area 
townships, Umkhonto's militant posturing, and the ANC's 
talk of self-defense units have probably stabilized the 
securocrats' role, albeit at a lower level than under P.W. 
Botha. 

The continued tenure of General Malan as minister of 
defense has surprised many observers who anticipated 
that his connection with the "total strategy" and the ill
reputed Civil Cooperation Bureau would lead to his forced 
resignation. De Klerk may still feel a need to consolidate 
his power in relation to the military, where he had no 
established constituency when he entered office, and so 
may have agreed to retain top security personnel, 
including Malan, in exchange for the military's toleration 
of his reforms. 

Other possible explanations are that de Klerk values 
Malan's military abilities; that whites would interpret 
Malan's departure as indicative of "softness" toward black 
unrest; that "Good Soldier" Malan will follow any orders 
from de Klerk just as he followed orders from Botha; that 
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Malan represents the National Party's wealthiest 
constituency (Modderfontein); and perhaps that he 
possesses politically embarrassing information about high 
civilian officials. 

Attitudinal Trends Within the SADF 
How is the SADF itself responding to the military reforms? 
The de Klerk government has reason to worry about 
officer morale. In an April1991 article in The Weekly Mail , 
Phillip van Niekerk estimated Conservative Party strength 
at "50 [percent] at the level of senior military officers and 
60 [percent] at junior officer level. " In a March 1991 
interview with the author, an SADF spokesman 
acknowledged that "strong uncertainty" developed, 
especially at the junior officer level, following de Klerk's 
initial changes (limiting the NSMS/SSC system and 
slashing conscription time). Permanent Force (PF) officers 
privately complain about de Klerk's legitimation of the 
ANC, as well as the conscription and budget cuts. The use 
of security forces against whites in defense of de Klerk's 
political reforms, as recently occurred at Ventersdorp when 
police and soldiers fired on white farmers protesting the 
presence of black squatters, almost certainly affected army 
morale. 

De Klerk's political position could be weakened if there 
were a significant number of early SADF retirements or if 
elements of the SADF have undertaken to provide covert 
aid to white vigilantes or Inkatha. Some embittered whites 
who have chosen to remain in the SADF might use 
unnecessary force in a manner sufficiently flagrant to make 
the ANC rethink its present preference for negotiations. 

In addition, covert units (even ones such as the CCB 
that have officially been disbanded) may have quasi
independent structures and funding sources as well as 
some hardened individuals determined to prevent the 
ANC from gaining power. Personal aggrandizement also 
could come into play. It has been suggested (though never 
proved) that certain special units outside of the normally 
tight chain of command have profited from sales of ivory, 
diamonds, and hardwoods. 

Despite the above concerns, a military coup appears 
unlikely. Civilian control of the security establishment has 
been given new emphasis in SADF indoctrination and 
training. Posters in army barracks featuring a large picture 
of de Klerk carry his message requiring obedience to the 
nation's laws. And as far as behavior is concerned, the 
SADF has apparently continued to exhibit unquestioning 
loyalty to the country's chief executive. 

In this connection, it is significant that the SADF has a 
strong "citizen" (conscript) character. The Permanent 
Force numbers only about 12,000 full-time combat 
soldiers (out of a standing force of some 55,000). In 
addition, the reservists, who constitute an overwhelming 
majority of the total force complement, rarely owe their 

primary allegiance to the military and thus would feel less 
angered by any threats to the SADF's corporate identity 
than would full-time soldiers. Meanwhile, the bark of the 
civilian reactionary vigilantes who might sympathize with a 
coup attempt has not been accompanied by much of a 
bite, in part because of internal personal and philosophical 
feuds . 

In sum, any coup planners would face serious obstacles. 
Even assuming the full secrecy and cooperation of career 
Permanent Force personnel, their limited numbers relative 
to the rest of the SADF would make a coup hard to carry 
out. And overthrowing a government would solve only 
half a problem. The perpetrators would have to rule and 
police a South Africa confronted with ( 1) unprecedented 
internal opposition across the racial spectrum, (2) outrage 
on the part of most other nations, which would probably 
be expressed in the form of tough renewed sanctions, and 
therefore (3) a free-falling economy bereft of domestic and 
foreign investment. 

In evaluating coup possibilities, it is also noteworthy 
that significant elements of the SADF's top echelons 
welcome de Klerk' s regional retrenchment and the 
lessening of the military's political role. In the final years of 
the wars in Angola and Namibia, both the SADF 
leadership and P.W. Botha became increasingly 
concerned about the domestic political implications of 
rising white casualties. Dispatching white army personnel 
to help patrol the townships in the late 1980s caused 
serious drops in army morale and strengthened the End 
Conscription Campaign. 

Despite its image in many quarters as a repressive 
force , the South African military has long accepted the 
need for limited economic and political reform. Firsthand 
knowledge of black socioeconomic grievances gained 
during the 1980s in the Joint Management Centers and in 
township patrolling increased the SADF's preference for 
controlled reform. As Annette Seegers puts it, the SADF 
hopes for a '"purification of military function, ' meaning 
that the military should not prop up poorly-run civilian 
departments." 

Some of de Klerk's actions since the start of his 
restructuring campaign have placated officers who had 
feared for their nation's security when P.W. Botha stepped 
down. He supported a pay raise for the SADF that ended 
two years of frozen salaries, substantially increased the 
police budget, reduced the SADF's uncomfortable 
presence in the townships, and has often publicly 
expressed friendliness and appreciation for the military. 

Military pension benefits also have improved under de 
Klerk. Although age 60 is the usual mandatory retirement 
age, on at least one occasion colonels and brigadiers 
between ages 45 and 50 have been allowed to apply for 
full pensions and "golden handshakes. " De Klerk has also 
given his support to lifetime pension and medical benefits 



for all marine corps personnel not reabsorbed by the 
Defense Force. 

Amalgamation Options 
Given present trends in the political arena, the SADF will 
soon face the challenge of combining forces with 
Umkhonto (as well as, perhaps, with Buthelezi's Inkatha 
and the Azanian People's Liberation Army) . Some sort of 
melding of SADF and Umkhonto forces is necessary to 
reassure South Africa's two major constituencies that the 
new national military will not act against the interests of 
either group. Although Minister of Defense Malan has 
expressed skepticism about such a merger, his statement is 
viewed as a short-term reaction. Some SADF officers have 
privately said that either Malan or his successor will 
negotiate specific integration issues with Umkhonto. 

Amalgamation raises a range of potentially divisive 
ideological, structural, and personnel issues. Can two 
competitors, historically and sometimes violently identified 
with opposing views, and oriented toward markedly 
different military methodologies, support a government 
answerable to all South Africans? 

The army will be the focus of concern, because the 
ANC has few personnel trained in air and naval 
operations. A black-dominated government would 
understandably be concerned about an enemy within the 
gates-e.g., dissident officers at the operational level who 
might stage mutinies, commit sabotage, or simply slow 
down the bureaucratic process. And former Umkhonto 
members might find it psychologically difficult to cooperate 
with and take orders from former SADF personnel. 

A central issue of structure is whether (1) the much 
smaller Umkhonto should be integrated into the existing 
SADF or (2) a totally new force should be formed (as in 
Namibia, where the postindependence government 
headed by President Sam Nujoma ordered members of 
both the SWAPO military wing and the South West Africa 
Territory Force to disband and then apply to join the 
country's new defense force as raw recruits). 

The first option, that of integration, would imply a 
junior, minority status for the smaller and less-experienced 
Umkhonto despite majority public support for the ANC. 
The training process might be headed by a mix of SADF, 
Umkhonto, and homeland (notably Ciskei and Transkei) 
army personnel. Many of the latter have received SADF 
training in conventional and nonconventional tactics and 
weaponry and would probably exhibit more cultural 
sensitivity than some white SADF officers. Some of the 
homelands-especially Transkei-have moved politically 
closer to the ANC, which could help their officers gain the 
respect of ex-Umkhonto members. 

The other approach, that of forming a new army, would 
have the advantage of a clean break with the controversies 
and traditions surrounding the SADF. All members would 

CSIS AFRICA NOTES/5 

(at least in principle) receive the same treatment, training, 
and indoctrination. As occurred in Namibia and 
Zimbabwe, and has been proposed for Angola, a British 
Military Advisory Training Team [BMATT] might be called 
upon to manage the training phase. 

Whether tomorrow's military is a totally new force or an 
integration of Umkhonto with the present force, SADF 
officers wonder whether the army might become a bloated 
employer of last resort. Peace could unleash job 
expectations, especially among ex-Umkhonto members, 
that the economy cannot meet in the short term even with 
the lifting of sanctions. General Malan reflected this 
concern when he cautioned during a 1990 parliamentary 
debate on the defense budget that "we are not on the road 
to using the army to keep unemployment off the street." 

But not all of today's estimated 9,000 Umkhonto 
members will necessarily want to join the new military. As 
Stephen Davis points out, many blacks joined Umkhonto 
simply to leave South Africa or to receive an education. 
Tired of the long guerrilla struggle, many now hope to 
enter civilian life. Others are likely to join the growing 
police force , whose permanent body of manpower is now 
larger than the SADF's. By the same token, many present 
SADF members may lea•/e following the establish;nent of 
a new government. 

Some SADF officers, otherwise supportive of 
integration, worry (despite recent ANC assurances) that 
political considerations will force "a lowering of 
standards." They predict a dramatic drop in morale 
among both black and white personnel if Umkhonto 
members-especially in the command and control 
positions-are exempted from the entry and promotion 
requirements of SADF officers. 

Umkhonto addressed some of the white concerns at a 
May 1990 conference in Lusaka (Zambia) sponsored by 
the Institute for a Democratic Alternative for South Africa 
(IDASA) that brought together Umkhonto and mostly 
liberal ex-SADF personnel. The consensus at the Lusaka 
meeting was that South Africa should have a smaller 
(totally professional) army than at present (a 50 percent 
reduction in force levels, a phaseout of conscription, and 
elimination of the commando system); that merit should 
play a major role in promotion; and that members of the 
defense force "should not belong to any political party." 

Although the envisaged merger would be difficult, steps 
can be taken to make it more workable. In the area of 
ideology, a vigorous in-service education program could 
help "deracialize" attitudes and strengthen loyalty to the 
new government. The fact that some Umkhonto members 
are receiving conventional military training in Nigeria and 
other countries should narrow the philosophical and 
operational differences between Umkhonto and the SADF 
and thus increase acceptance of the new recruits. The 
absence of clear "winners" and "losers" in the SADF-ANC 
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conflict may-or might not-lessen future animosities. 
Elimination of South Africa's more controversial units 

(e.g., the "32 Battalion") would lessen ANC fears and 
increase the legitimacy of the new force. External training, 
possibly by British BMATT teams, would place ex-SADF 
and Umkhonto soldiers on a more equal basis. The 
predictably negative reactions of some Afrikaners to a 
British presence might be assuaged by the opportunity 
such an association would provide to learn how to use the 
new weapons systems available in a post-sanctions period. 

Despite the cited caveats, creation of a new force , or 
integration of existing forces , could proceed surprisingly 
smoothly. The transitions in Zimbabwe and Namibia
both following on wars bloodier than the SADF-ANC 
conflict-were marked by adaptability on the part of many 
former officers and combatants. 

The Balance Sheet as of Mid-1991 
Security and political reforms are inextricably linked. 
Reciprocal reduction of government and ANC military 
power facilitates political conciliation. The changes that 
have already taken place in the government's military 
ideology, structure, and personnel have helped encourage 
the ANC to suspend its protracted guerrilla struggle and 
enter a political process expected to culminate in ANC 
participation in a future South African government. The 
prenegotiation process and the ANC' s relatively 
conciliatory stance have freed de Klerk from the policies of 
his predecessor, have demonstrated to security-concerned 
whites that their president is dealing with reasonable men, 
and have increased the likelihood of National Party 
influence in future South African governments. 

Despite the increased evidence of genuine 
communication, as exemplified by the Groote Schuur 
agreement and The Pretoria Minute, security-related 
tensions will continue as the government and the ANC 
prepare for negotiations. They are currently both allies and 
adversaries in this area, cooperating on such matters as 
coordinating security for political events and quarreling on 
others, such as the government's curfews. 

Some of the tension results from efforts by both sides 
(and Inkatha) to use physical force to maximize future 
bargaining positions. Despite President de Klerk's 
legalization of the ANC in 1990 as a prelude to political 
negotiations, some of his security measures-curfews and 
arms seizures, refusal (at least until May 1991) to ban 
"cultural weapons," and continued use of Askaris (former 
Umkhonto members} to identify and monitor ANC officials 
and locate arms caches-have circumscribed the ANC's 
political options. Some National Party officials may believe 
that direct repression of the ANC or assistance to lnkatha 

could force political compromises from a weakened ANC. 
In fact, such steps would be more likely to shift black 
support away from a negotiated settlement and toward 
resumption of the armed struggle. 

Although the military reductions implemented to date 
by the government and the ANC have furthered political 
conciliation, the future is less certain. Perhaps because of 
the need to avoid an exodus of skilled personnel during 
the initial stages, de Klerk's security reforms have not yet 
fully assuaged black fears. No top officers have been 
removed; most controversial units remain intact. The 
reforms have proven relatively pain-free thus far to the 
army and the larger white community. The real test will 
come with military amalgamation (in particular the 
appointment of senior ex-Umkhonto officers to replace 
some present white officers and the disbanding of 
controversial operational units) and with the entry of the 
National Party into an interim government with widely 
respected black leaders. Significant inclusion in the future 
military of the SADF-trained black homeland forces , along 
with some Umkhonto forces , may help satisfy white 
demands for a competent and neutral force . 

Restructuring of the police will also affect white attitudes 
toward the coming changes in the military. A police force 
that remains white-influenced, or a newly minted one that 
is seen as impartial, would temper white concerns about 
military changes. 

De Klerk's security reforms, although incomplete, have 
introduced a new sense of change and acceptance. The 
security reforms entail compromises by, and risks to, both 
partners. The government has reduced its military 
capabilities. The ANC, by suspending armed struggle and 
recruiting, has done the same. These compromises have 
caused both the government and the ANC to lose some 
support, but as of mid-1991 the losses appear manageable. 
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