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An End or a Beginning? 

by Brian Pottinger 

The years from 1978 until1989 saw profound changes in South Africa which, 
cumulatively, might prove as important to the region as the events currently 
sweeping Eastern Europe and China. 

For the white ruling elite, it was an era that witnessed the death of an 
ideology. The cold and cerebral idealism of Dr. Hendrik Verwoerd, modern 
apartheid's chief architect, had by 1978 given way to a growing acceptance 
that apartheid was impractical and costly. Increasingly, whites were launched 
into a quest for a future in which power was shared but not surrendered, 
privilege dispersed but never lost. This government retreat from the old 
orthodoxies took place hesitantly by way of a program of reform and 
repression. It was an ambiguous mix: demanding a high degree of 
management skill-a skill, events were to prove, which was sorely lacking. 

There were also significant shifts among black South Africans-shifts away 
from rhetoric and spontaneous protest toward a more considered exploration 
of available levers of power. An educated and assertive black political elite 
emerged in the trade union movements and local-level bodies to challenge the 
state directly through a variety of methods and forums. Between 1984 and 
1986, South Africa experienced its longest, bloodiest, and most sustained 
wave of antigovernment resistance in its history . The government's 
comprehensive , vigorous, and often ruthless response succeeded in the short 
term in smothering the revolt. 

All of these changes were framed by two other important factors: (1) a 
declining domestic economy that severely circumscribed the government's 
maneuverability while inflaming political passions in both the black resistance 
and the white right wing and (2) a changing global picture that placed South 
Africa in increasing isolation. 

Presiding over the country during these crucial years was President P.W. 
Botha. It is the nature of his stewardship and its legacy that this issue of CSIS 
Africa Notes addresses. 

The Man 
Pieter Willem Botha was 62 years old when he became prime minister of 
South Africa on September 28, 1978. He brought to the office a dominant 
conviction, a style, and a modus operandi. 

The conviction was that whites (Afrikaners in particular) had an ordained 
role to lead the people of South Africa, and indeed the southern region of the 
continent, to a new and prosperous future. Yet his inclinations were 
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xenophobic. He grew up•in a staunchly anti-imperialist 
family where both parehts had suffered in the Anglo-Boer 
war of 1899 tci 1902, and he showed little indication · 
during his tenure of liking, or even understanding, black 
Africans. His universe , in short, was gravely limited . 

His style was a peculiar mixture of bombast and 
flexibility. It was bombast that dominated in both the 
early and the latter part of his tenure-initially to harry a 
reluctant bureaucracy and party into accepting adaptive 
reform , and then, by an ironic inversion, to alienate and 
eventually isolate him from a party caucus that had 
overtaken him in reformist mood by the end of the 1980s. 

The modus operandi was drawn heavily from Botha's 
experience as minister of defense from 1966 until1980. It 
implied a reliance on technocratic approaches to the 
country's looming social , economic, and political crises. It 
was the military as well that informed his 
counterrevolutionary "total strategy"-an orchestration of 
military, political, social, economic, psychological, and 
cultural forces in opposition to what was seen as a 
pervasive and imminent threat from "world communism." 

In essence, Botha was neither a convinced reformist nor 
a visionary. While he accepted the need for adaptation, 
he never seriously countenanced any significant loss of 
power. His strength lay, rather, in the capacity to identify 
crises and his willingness to address them. Time would 
prove that, although he had both tactical sense and 
moments of rare genius, he was blessed with neither the 
conviction nor the ability to comprehend the sweeping 
changes that were demanded in South Africa-and of him 
personally. 

The Plan 
By 1978 the legacy of 30 years of National Party rule was 
becoming abundantly obvious in a range of crises . These 
included a growing skills shortage as a result of a hugely 
defective black educational system; a daunting housing 
shortage created by state policies limiting black residency 
in "white" urban areas; a continuing impoverishment of 
the semi-independent homelands as a result of the 
"dumping" of black people from common South Africa 
and archaic tenure systems; the patent failure of 
government attempts to stem the tide of black peasantry 
flowing to the urban areas; the growing power of an 
emerging black industrial class; and, again , "the bubbling 
resistance of political elites within the disenfranchised 
black, mixed-race Coloured, and Indian-descended 
population. 

Reduced to its crux, the Botha doctrine proposed the 
co-option of leadership elites in the disenfranchised 
communities as allies of white power and the sweetening 
of the broader population by a program of socioeconomic 
uplift-the resources for this program to come, 
meanwhile , largely from the private sector. It was a fairly 
sophisticated strategy of co-optive domination in which 
the Botha administration sought to reach out across racial 
lines and rally allies in defense of a set of basic values. 
Although these values were most frequently described by 
Botha in terms of Christian ethics or "civilized" norms, 

they largely boiled down to a defense of the capitalist 
system, an acceptance .of the principle of gradualism in 
politicql change, and the premise that individuals were 
best served by their "own" racially segregated residential 
areas; schools, and local-level political institutions. 

The · Institutional Actors 
As self-serving as many of the adaptive changes were, they 
nevertheless constituted to a significant body of white 
South Africans an ominous departure from the hallowed 
orthodoxies of rigid apartheid. 

In the first seven years of his administration, Botha was 
to recognize the black trade union movement, scrap the 
pass laws (thus allowing freedom of movement for black 
South Africans), drop prohibitions on mixed marriages 
and sex across the color line, end job reservation, propose 
legalized mixed residential areas, proceed significantly in 
ending segregation in social amenities, and encourage the 
growth of an urban black informal economic sector. 

In 1985, he was to pass an important political milestone 
when he committed his government to the principle of one 
citizenship, one constitution, and one country for all South 
Africans (irrespective of race) while at the same time 
offering the renationalization of black South Africans who 
had been arbitrarily designated citizens of the nominally 
independent "national states" (homelands). Despite many 
anomalies, the shifts in government thinking clearly 
heralded a move from orthodox apartheid with its 
exclude, divide , and rule policy to a more subtle program 
of co-optive domination . 

To carry out these reforms in the social , economic, and 
subsequently constitutional spheres, Botha was obliged 
from the early days of his administration to stamp his 
authority on an inert bureaucracy and an intuitively 
conservative party. 
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The former he achieved by creating a category of elite 
and highly paid departmental "sup~r secreLaries" 
(directors-general) on contracts and by phasing out 
hotbeds of reactionaryism in various layers of the 
bureaucracy (particularly those relating to black 
administration) by simply devolving their functions to 
other departments. But central to his approach was the 
concept of adding an overlay of security-dominated 
structures to short-circuit problem identification and 
solving in the civil service. 

This system, proposed as far back as 1975, comprised a 
National Security Management System reporting directly 
to the State Security Council (a powerful sort of 
minicabinet comprising security ministers and others) and 
operating through a descending hierarchy of 
"management centers" charged with the responsibility of 
identifying security-related problems in the country and 
initiating steps to solve them jointly with other civil 
departments. (See "The Process of Decision-Making in 
Contemporary South Africa" by Robert I. Rotberg, CSIS 
Africa Notes no. 22, December 28, 1983.) This structure 
was to prove of crucial importance during the 1984-1986 
uprisings. 

In regard to the National Party, Botha adopted a 
variety of tactics aimed at marginalizing its impact on 
policy-making. These steps involved initiating a distinction 
between "policy" and "principle" (the former to be 
decided by Botha and the latter by the party congresses, 
although in fact most major reform steps were decided by 
Botha unilaterally); stage-managing party congresses; 
introducing the idea of white national referendums on 
important constitutional issues so as to overshadow party 
decisions; and promoting younger, more loyal, members 
of the party over the heads of older stalwarts. 

By 1981, the groundwork for the rearrangement of the 
bureaucracy had been completed and in February 1982 
the last remaining conservative dissidents in the National 
Party were driven out. These recidivist emigres would 
form the new Conservative Party that emerged in 1982. 
The party they left behind, meanwhile, would for the next 
seven years be largely sidelined by an increasingly 
imperious Botha. 

Consolidation of Power 
Having once secured his dominance in the two primary 
support sectors (the bureaucracy and the party), Botha 
moved on to attract other constituencies. These included, 
for a short while, the South African private sector, which 
was initially entranced by Botha's enthusiastic but often 
uncomprehending embrace of free enterprise. He also 
won the support of many English-speaking South Africans 
and the Afrikaner intelligentsia, who appreciated his 
attempts to urge whites into accepting the principle, if not 
always the reality, of reform. A third constituency came 
from elements of the Coloured and Indian communities
a small group of politicians who, whether out of principle 
or in hope of patronage, agreed to serve in a racially 
divided tricameral parliament in which limited power was 
shared with Coloureds and Indians. 

CSIS AFRICA NOTES I 3 

But none of this support could have a focus unless 
consolidated in structural terms. Thus Botha turned his 
attention to reordering the constitutional system. In a 
November 1983 whites-only referendum, two-thirds of the 
votes endorsed a new constitution that provided for a 
legislature made up of white, Coloured, and Indian 
houses, with the dominant power held by the white 
chamber. 

The new constitution, which went into effect in 
September 1984, also created the position of an executive 
state president with extensive powers. The original 
architects of the system proposed that the state president 
not be associated with any party and that his cabinet not 
serve in the legislature, a concept based on the hope of 
creating a supra political presidency capable of winning 
support across race and sectarian divides. This was 
rejected by Botha, who stayed on as both party boss and 
executive president-a welding of considerable powers 
within one person. 

Foreign Relations 
Compared to the relatively flexible approach adopted in 
the early Botha years regarding domestic reform, the 
regional policy during the period from 1978 to 1987 
remained firmly hawkish, emphasizing defense in depth 
(based on the premise that the best way to control a 
border is to be on both sides of it) and reflecting a 
liturgical suspicion of foreign interlocution. South African 
foreign policy throughout this period was predicated upon 
one central concern--domestic and regional security. It 
was this concern which dictated nearly all Botha' s actions. 
Only on a very few issues was he prepared to bow to 
Western suasion or, in latter years, direct pressure. 

The United Nations Security Council adopted 
Resolution 435, establishing the terms for Namibia's 
independence, on September 29, 1978, the day after 
Botha took office. The administration of Prime Minister 
B.J. Vorster had agreed to the terms of the settlement 
proposals, but this was vehemently opposed by Botha, 
then defense minister, who saw UN-supervised elections 
as the inevitable prelude to a victory by the South West 
Africa People's Organization (SWAPO) . Such a victory, 
coming so soon after the collapse of Portuguese 
sovereignty in Africa and South Africa's inconclusive 
intervention in Angola in 1975-1976, would, Botha and 
his generals argued, suggest weakness on Pretoria's part, 
and such a perception would have incalculable 
consequences regionally and domestically. 

For most of Botha's early tenure, then, attention in the 
area of foreign relations was focused on delaying 
implementation of Resolution 435, weakening neighboring 
states through military action by proxies so as to force 
them to deny sanctuary to resistance groups such as 
SWAPO or the African National Congress, and seeking 
maximum Western endorsement for the tentative reform 
steps being undertaken at home. 

By 1984, three years of military engagement in 
neighboring countries, either directly in cross-border raids 
or by proxy forces , had succeeded in devastating several 



4 I CSIS AFRICA NOTES 

already weakened regional economies. In 1984, by 
entering respectively into the Nkomati Accord and the 
Lusaka Agreement, Mozambique and Angola tentatively 
signaled their willingness to become more accommodating 
toward Pretoria's security concerns-the first steps toward 
tying the countries of the region into a security 
commonwealth. (See "Destabilization and Dialogue: 
South Africa's Emergence as a Regional Superpower" by 
John de St. Jorre, CSIS Africa Notes no. 26, April 17, 
1984.) 

Turning Point 
The period from mid-1984 until the end of 1985 could 
well be considered the apogee of the Botha 
administration. Domestically, he had succeeded in 
stamping his authority on the party and bureaucracy. He 
had nudged the country into a process of hesitant, 
adaptive change that had seen the extension of an 
industrial and partial social citizenship to blacks and the 
first breaches in the apartheid dike in regard to the dilution 
of white political power. In foreign relations, he was able 
in mid-1984 to visit eight European nations-a reward for 
his domestic initiatives and the normalizing of regional 
relations through Nkomati and the Lusaka Agreement. 

Although the change from Pretoria's Prague Spring to 
the most comprehensive phase of repression in the 
country's history cannot be pegged to a specific date, 
milestone events would have to include the detention of 
United Democratic Front leaders in August 1984, the 
surge of violent resistance beginning in September 1984, 
the July 1985 refusal of the Chase Manhattan Bank to roll 
over loans, the South African Defense Force raids against 
ANC targets in neighboring countries in May 1986 (which 
aborted the Commonwealth's Eminent Persons Group 
peace initiative), and the start in 1986 of a series of ANC
linked bombings of "soft" targets. 

Although substantial reforms continued even during the 
period of intense repression and reaction from 1984 until 
1986, the time from early 1985 until Botha's resignation in 
1989 did_contrast measurably with his earlier years in 
power. The eruption of large-scale protest actions from 
September 1984 onward, actions that often spilled over 
into insurrectionary violence against state institutions and 
members of the security forces, appalled and angered him. 
He turned instinctively to military rather than political 
methods in response. 

The counterinsurgency strategy invoked in 1985 
amounted to importation to South Africa of the techniques 
that had been evolved, tested, and refined by the security 
services in Namibia. Its central pillars were (1) a program 
of socioeconomic uplift of the most insurrectionary areas, 
(2) attempts to establish and support "moderate" 
community leaders, (3) a campaign of disinformation 
directed against activists, (4) the "decentralization" of 
repression by invoking the use of proxies against activists, 
and (5) a massive and systematic action aimed at 
neutralizing resistance leaders and preventing their 
mobilizing support. Although the fifth aspect of policing
the detentions, alleged torture, police shootings, and 

beatings-drew most international attention and 
condemnation, it was only one component of a much 
broader counterrevolu.tionary action . 

This counterrevolutionary strategy, however successful 
in cooling the situation in the short term, was quite unable 
to deal with the far more intractable problems posed by a 
highly politicized mass-based resistance. It was Botha's 
inability to come to terms with the political components of 
reform (or even repression) that led to a growing 
disillusionment among his rank-and-file supporters in the 
government. 

The disenchantment with the content of Botha's 
program coincided with increasing resentment of his 
style-imperious, abrasive, and often perceived by 
members of the caucus of the ruling party as 
contemptuous of their views. This personal style also 
affected Botha's responses to foreign interlocution. Even 
governments and individuals sympathetic to the problems 
of reforming an intensely divided country were given short 
shrift by Botha, who became a convinced xenophobe as 
international pressure mounted. The patent inability of 
the administration to respond creatively to the challenges 
raised by the resistance groups also lost Botha previous 
allies-the private sector, the Afrikaner intelligentsia, 
reformist elements within the bureaucracy, and even those 
members of the Coloured and Indian communities 
participating in the tricameral system. 

By 1988 there were already maneuverings within the 
senior ranks of the National Party to block Botha from 
standing again for president when his term expired in 
March 1990. His actual exit, however, was precipitated by 
an intervention of another order-the stroke he suffered 
on January 18, 1989. Although he wanted to retain 
power, his indisposition and precipitate resignation as 
leader of the ruling party (he had still hoped, implausible 
as it sounds, to remain as president) only further excited 
opposition . The party rallied behind its newly elected 
leader, F. W. de Klerk, and after seven months of uneasy 
coexistence Botha was compelled to resign. Botha's own 
cabinet had swung unanimously against him. Apparently 
unaware until the last moment of the degree of 
antagonism he had built up during his imperial 
presidency, Botha retreated to a glowering, bitter 
retirement. 

The Botha Legacy 
The 11-year tenure of P.W. Botha has left his country a 
mixed legacy. At one level he has succeeded in making 
respectable among most whites the notion of change, 
reform, and (to use the ruling party's favorite word) 
"renewal." Above all , he has injected into the national 
debate the concept of power sharing with other races
however imperfectly conceived or implemented. 

The challenging of apartheid orthodoxy is no longer 
regarded as heresy in the ruling elite. It is welcomed as 
necessary and in some cases obligatory. Even the naming 
of a square in Pretoria after Dr. Verwoerd now provokes 
furious debate in the capital city. Under Botha's tutelage, 
the focus shifted from the peripherals (i.e. , maintaining 



grotesque forms of social and economic discrimination 
against blacks) to more fundamenta,l concerns-the 
retention of power and, parallel to that, evolution of 
strategies that can meet South Africa's development needs 
and recast a fundamentally inequitable economic order. 

In pursuit of these ends, old shibboleths have been cast 
aside, new allies sought across historic divisions, and new 
class interests imposed on old ethnic and racial divides. 
Both a presided over a partial unchaining of the individual 
to pursue his own economic and social interests. In this 
lies possibly his greatest contribution . There is no 
indication that Botha fully understood the nature of the 
convergent forces he confronted or the consequences of 
many of the tactical actions he took to defuse their impact. 
Yet, in the final analysis, his furtherance of the demise of 
classical apartheid as a compelling ideology and his 
inability to provide a coherent substitute has forced whites, 
willingly or not, to embark on a voyage to a new and 
inevitably much different future . The debate is now only 
about sequences, time-spans, and methods. 

The Challenges 
The most urgent challenge that Botha leaves for de Klerk 
to address is the economy. Structural and historic 
dysfunctions in the economy would almost inevitably have 
meant significant stresses, no matter who led the country. 
Yet Botha's lack of understanding of economic matters 
hastened the already organic economic disinvestment 
taking place. He failed to understand the connection 
between political action and economic reaction; was 
unable to infuse foreign investors with confidence; and lost 
the nerve to reduce a vote-rich but ever-growing 
bureaucracy. 

His centralization of power through the executive 
presidency has now become a problem in itself. 
Depoliticizing the presidency in an attempt to create a 
nonpartisan and symbolic figure, including a constitutional 
change reestablishing the executive primacy of party 
political leadership, appears to be on the new 
government's agenda. 

A third disservice of the Botha years lies in the 
inordinate authority and influence given to the security 
services-both in routine policing and in participation in 
policy-making on civil issues through the National Security 
Management System. The emergency laws have given 
considerable latitude to the police- a latitude often used 
with so little discernment that attempts by effective black 
domestic leadership (whether revolutionary, radical, or 
merely dissident) to initiate genuine dialogue in the black 
communities have been severely prejudiced . 

The reestablishment of complete political control over 
and accountability of the security services will be one of 
the first tasks of the de Klerk administration. Steps already 
taken in that direction include government tolerance of a 
number of peaceful public protests in September 1989 
and prosecution of errant members of the riot police. 

A fourth major unaddressed issue during the Botha 
tenure was, quite simply, the failure to engage either the 
imagination or support of the majority of black South 

CSIS AFRICA NOTES/ 5 

Africans in the process of constitutional change . 
Government-created structures remained weakened by 
lack of public support and the questionable motives of 
many of the participants. This refusal to accept that 
credible institutions can only be the consequence of 
credible negotiating processes explains the collapse, one 
after the other, of government-created forums. Each 
failure , meanwhile, has served only as a further 
encouragement to the use of the boycott tactic by the 
black community and cynicism about white intentions. 

Positive Signals 
Despite this menu of unmet demands, the Botha era ends 
with tentative, yet important, areas of change emerging in 
South Africa. For example: 

(1) The whole question of the role of subnationalism or 
ethnicity is under review in both the government and in 
the ranks of the African National Congress. In earlier 
times, the National Party sought to project tribal or ethnic 
association as the defining feature for participation in the 
political system, while the ANC denied any salience at all 
to tribal or ethnic association. Now the National Party 
proposes the right of free association (albeit still very 
circumscribed) while the ANC concedes the relevance of 
cultural and language interests. 

(2) A recent seminal report by a working group of the 
South African Law Commission has come out in favor of a 
bill of rights, equality of franchise , and freedom of 
association. Although the government, following a long 
tradition of opportunism, has selectively adopted elements 
of the report to legitimize its own amended policies, the 
report has sparked constructive debate among both whites 
and blacks about the role of individual and group rights in 
a postapartheid society. 

(3) A move toward a more consensual approach to the 
character of the economic order in a postapartheid South 
Africa is also evident. The ANC has slid away from the 
idea of major and dramatic interventionist tactics, while 
the government and important sections of the private 
sector are exploring methods of ensuring a more equitable 
distribution of the national wealth. 

(4) There is an almost palpable sense among most of 
the players of what could be termed the limits of 
traditional power. On the part of the National Party 
administration, it is the painful realization that force alone 
cannot solve political problems and that no country, 
particularly South Africa, is an island. Hence the attempt 
by de Klerk to "normalize" the domestic political situation 
by releasing political prisoners and introducing a 
marginally more benign security regime. Economic 
constraints force a greater realism about the ability to 
project military power indefinitely. (See "The South 
African Military Reassesses Its Priorities" by RobertS. 
Jaster, CSIS Africa Notes no. 102, September 30, 1989.) 

The ANC' s acceptance of the limits of power is of the 
same order but from a different direction. The massive 
state response to the insurrection of the mid-1980s has 
convinced the more thoughtful ANC leaders, not to 
mention sympathetic allies in the Kremlin, that a political 
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solution could be more suitable than a military one. This 
view is reinforced by the fact that the ANC's military wing, 
Umkhonto we Sizwe, has been forced to relocate its main 
bases from Angola to distant Tanzania and Uganda as part 
of the Namibian peace settlement. 

The very success of the ANC dictates its own 
constraints. As its entree to Western chancelleries improves 
in inverse ratio to Pretoria's isolation, the ANC leadership 
is now called upon to present its policies not in terms of 
what it is against but what it is for. Thus, in recent 
months, the ANC has turned its attention to drafting 
constitutional guidelines and debating strategies of 
opposition . In this debate not even the once-hallowed 
principle of boycotting government political initiatives is 
inviolable. 

These new limitations on traditional white and black 
power seem destined to impel both sides toward some 
form of tentative negotiations. Although the antagonists 
may be deeply suspicious and hostile, the reality is that 
their agendas of change are inextricably bound and 
concession or compromise on the one side inevitably 
demands response from the other-however grudging. It 
is in this dynamic that South Africa's greatest hope lies. 

In Sum 
It would be naive to suggest that the tentative flexibility 
described in this report or the changes of leadership (either 
in the National Party or those imminent in the ANC) , 
generational as they may be, will dramatically change the 
situation overnight. There are too many vested interests 
and too many ideological barriers to cross-not least F.W. 
de Klerk's continuing adherence to the principle of group 
association by race-for there to be any suggestion of 
Damascene conversions on the part of any of the players. 

Neither can one deny the determination of the new 
administration to use force if it believes its power 
immediately threatened or ignore the very real concerns 

that the serious~y weakened South African economy may 
be unable to carry the costs of a major transition-whether 
initiated by the current regime or a succeeding nonracial 
one. 

There are , moreover, powerful forces which could 
seriously erode detente doves. On the one hand stands 
an increasingly outraged white ultra-right wing with the 
capacity and proven willingness to use terrorism to oppose 
what it sees as a betrayal of white interests. On the other 
hand, there remain deeply ideological and traumatized 
young black urban cadres who may, in some instances, be 
beyond the control or even counsel of the exiled ANC 
leadership. 

But it would be equally wrong to accept the prescription 
of those who have made an industry out of proclaiming 
that nothing has changed in South Africa. The continuing 
unwillingness of some elements opposed to apartheid to 
identify and appreciate shifts in government policy has 
undercut their ability to exploit opportunities to challenge 
the system further. 

Only if South Africa's leaders-black and white-soon 
muster sufficient vision, compassion, and patience to 
bridge the remaining divides can the country hope to pull 
itself free from the prospect of enduring conflict and 
impoverishment in the region. 
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correspondent and now assistant editor of the 
Sunday Times (Johannesburg) , is spending the 
1989-1990 academic year in the United States as a 
Nieman Fellow in Journalism at Harvard University. 
His contribution to this issue of CSIS Africa Notes is 
based in part on his book, The Imperial Presidency: 
P. W. Botha, the first 10 years, published by 
Southern Book Publishers (Johannesburg) in 1988. 


