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REFORM IN SOUTH AFRICA

TO ATTEMPT discussing South
African affairs in an objective, dis-
passionate manner is at best a risky
enterprise in India. Mention Pre-
toria in even a faintly favourable
light, and you find yourself in the
midst of an avalanche of protests,
the magnitude of which has to be
seen to be believed.

But still, the effort is worth
making. For right now, that con-
troversial  country—which  the
Washington Post once described
as “the most vital and ambitious
social laboratory in the world”—is
on the threshold of sweeping re-
form, with far-reaching consequen-
ces for the entire sub-continent.
Cynics have, of course, dismissed
the proposed changes as yet another
public relations gimmick by the
racist regime, while the motley
group of professional South Africa-
baiters have mounted a fresh offen-
sive aimed at thwarting the process
of peaceful change.

Essentially, the reforms suggest-
ed aim at bringing about “an order
which will ensure that political
rights and socio-economic aspira-
tions of all the peoples of South
Africa are catered for on the basis
of justice and equality.” Towards
this end, the new Constitution pro-
poses, for the first time in the his-
tory of the Republic, the inclusion
of Coloureds and Indians in the
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national political process by pro-
viding for the formation of three
separate chambers of the central
legislature, one each for the Whites,
the Coloureds and the Indians At
the apex of this tricameral system
would be a racially-mixed Pre-
sident’s Council which will have
significant power and responsibility
as the final arbiter in the event of
any conflict among the chambers
on matters of national importance.
Each chamber, however, retains
exclusive jurisdiction to decide on
matters relating to its own com-
munity.

While these proposals are, in the
South African context, truly re-
volutionary and therefore welcome
as far as they go, not everyone
agrees that they go far enough.
One major criticism that the pro-
posals have evoked (from those
who are not hawkish enough to re-
ject them outright) is that despite
the Government’s repeated assur-
ances, no effort has been made to
bring about similar changes at the
provincial level. As one newspaper
pointed out editorially, “to some
extent the legislative arrangement
at the top is not so important to the
average individual as the arrange-
ment at local government level.
That is where the ordinary person
can influence events more effective-
ly, and that is where the practical
needs and wishes of communities

can best be monitored, debated
and satisfied.”

The Government, on its part,
continues to affirm that it is only a
matter of time before this grievance
is redressed. Unfortunately, the
credibility of such affirmations has
been seriously eroded by official
pronouncements to the effect that
reforms at the local level are its
“own affair”. In a blistering edi-
torial, the leading Johannesburg
daily The Star expressed ‘“‘grave
misgivings about the Government’s
intentions ... in its stated desire
to consider local government as an
‘own affair’ a phrase that will
surely become as infamous as all
the other phrases used to mask
apartheid.”

Whatever the merits or demerits
of the proposed changes—and it is
doubtful whether these will become
apparent until after they have been
worked in practice for a while—one
fact which even the most diehard
detractor of the Pretorié regime will
find hard to deny is the relative
freedom and thoroughness with
which the proposals have been
debated. Black majority rule in
South Africa may still be a distant
dream, but given an atmosphere
conducive to peaceful evolutionary
change, the lot of the ethnic popula-
tion cannot but improve in the years
to come.
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