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Different Lessons from the
South African Experience

Jeff Warner

Jeff Warner is an American peace activist who works for
a peaceful resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
He recently returned from a month-long tour speaking to
ordinary people in South Africa.

The end of apartheid in South Africa and 13
years of peaceful transition have lessons for the
resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, But the
many political, economic, sociological and military
differences between the situation in Israel-Palestine and that in the apartheid
regime dictate that the South African experience cannot be replicated in
Israel-Palestine. Benjamin Pogrund pointed this out in his article “South
Africa Is Not a Model for Us” (Vol. 14. No. 2, 2007, pp. 20-26). Despite the
differences, there are enough similarities that useful lessons may be learned.
That was the approach of Lindsay Talmud in “Six South African Lessons”
(Vol. 14. No. 2, 2007, pp. 96-99) in which he pointed out the characteristics
that might be applicable to Isracl-Palestine.

Pogrund and Talmud both point out the key roles of F.W. de Klerk
and Nelson Mandela in assuring a peaceful end to apartheid and assuring
a vigorous and peaceful transition. In the following paragraphs I seek the
political drivers that constrained and drove each leader’s actions, and suggest
how they may apply to the Israel-Palestine situation. I seek the political
drivers that we must establish to resolve the conflict.

What Drove de Klerk to Negotiate? What Will Drive Israeli
Leaders to Negotiate?

F.W. de Klerk was a loyal supporter of the apartheid policies of the
Afrikaner Nationalist Party. As minister of national education, he supported
segregated universities. He was not known to advocate reform. Yet when
elected president in 1989, he abruptly pointed South Africa in a new
direction by opening negotiations with previously outlawed anti-apartheid
organizations. In February 1990 he released Nelson Mandela from prison
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after 27 years. He restored to legality the African National Congress (ANC),
the Pan-Africanist Congress, the South African Communist Party and other
opposition groups. These moves thoroughly revolutionized the political
landscape of South Africa.

There is a similarity between apartheid South Africa and the Israeli-
Palestinian situation in that the political leaders and elites of the militarily
stronger party virtually all support the status quo. In Israel, the leadership
supports the occupation of the West Bank and the settlement project,
some because they believe that Jews have a right to the West Bank, others
because they feel that the occupation is a necessary evil to protect Jewish
Israelis from Palestinian terrorists. Yet the Israeli-Palestinian conflict will
never be resolved as long as Israel maintains the occupation and continues
expanding settlements.

The key questions are: why de Klerk abruptly abandoned his apparent
commitment to apartheid and started negotiations
with Mandela and the ANC; and what will make What will make an
an Israeli leader abandon the occupation, pull back Israeli leader abandon
on the settlement project and seriously negotiate the occupation, pull
with the Palestinians. back on the settlement

The South Africans I spoke to (about 100 project and seriously
from all races and walks of life) ascribe de Klerk’s negotiate with the
change to several factors: 1) fear of black violence Palestinians?
and labor stoppages, that is, fear of something like
what is now happening in Zimbabwe; 2) international pressure — sanctions
and boycotts, especially the sports boycott; and 3) pressure from progressive
whites (members of the Nationalist Party and others) who were unhappy
with apartheid or its excesses.

Clearly the fear of black violence and labor stoppages was the most
important driver. In fact, with time the regime became more repressive,
and protests grew stronger. Labor stoppages were a significant drag on the
economy. The apartheid regime was becoming untenable, and de Klerk
recognized as much.

The importance of sanctions and boycotts was mixed. The economic
sanctions seemed to have had little effect, because South Africa developed
an independent economy and there always seemed to be routes and sources
to getaround the sanctions. Some people said the economic sanctions played
no part in convincing de Klerk that apartheid was untenable, but others
thought that economic sanctions were starting to take a toll on day-to-day
life. Boycotts were a different story. Almost every person I spoke to felt
that the sports boycott played a role in ending apartheid. Apparently South
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